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INTRODUCTION 

 

On Classification 
 

 

Most people have clear ideas about the nature of a work of art. They tend to classify it 

within a particular category with which they are familiar. They do so, based on their 

own experience with this (and other) artwork, on critics’ opinion, popular media or 

hearsay. In general, people approach works of art with an unambiguous view, and 

they classify a film as a comedy or a book as a thriller. Now and then, however, doubt 

and disagreement arise about the classification of an artwork. Many people may view 

this as disturbing, but I think this is extremely fascinating. 

Controversy about classification of an artwork may reveal at least three things. 

Firstly, controversy questions classifications and their characteristics. An artwork may 

show hazy traits that transgress and challenge boundaries, which prevents clear 

categorisation. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the artwork’s characteristics: they 

need to be compared with the characteristics of the categories in which the work of art 

might be classified. Secondly, controversy about the classification of an artwork 

implies that it is analysed from different, perhaps totally opposite angles. This may 

open a wholly new approach to an artwork with unexpected views. Thirdly, the public 

engages in viewing an artwork with particular expectations. Various media may 

trigger this, like book reviews and television shows in which a specific angle about a 

novel is presented and even imposed. This may lead to a dialogue between public, 

critics, media and (perhaps) artists. All this, then, may be very enriching for the 

critics, the general public and the artists, because it may lead to the reconsideration of 

accepted views. The outcome of a controversy about classification of an artwork may 

be its re-classification or the reconsideration of accepted characteristics of categories. 

Two American novels, Moon Palace by Paul Auster and White Noise by Don 

DeLillo, seem to offer excellent examples of a controversy about the approach and 

classification of an artwork. Some literary critics categorise both books as 

indisputably postmodern, while others completely disagree. As a result, two ‘camps’ 

have emerged. Dennis Barone (1 – 22), Tim Woods (108), Madeleine Sorapure 

(Postmodernism: Key Figures 19 – 24) and Dragana Nikolic view Auster as a 



postmodernist writer. Joseph Tabbi (Postmodern Sublime xi) and Christopher 

Douglas consider the writings of DeLillo as postmodern (104). Because of the 

emphasis on simulacrum in the novel, a term used by Baudrillard, also John Frow 

concludes that White Noise is a postmodern novel (Introducing Don DeLillo 180), 

while Laura Barrett discusses the postmodern sublime in this book (97). 

Other critics, however, disagree with this label of postmodernism. They 

classify the novelists’ work as modernist, poststructuralist, or as fitting within systems 

theory, and they have great doubts about the writers’ postmodernism. For example, 

Tom LeClair (In the Loop xii, 9) considers DeLillo as a systems theorist, and Frank 

Lentricchia argues that DeLillo is the “(…) last of the modernists (…)” whose subject 

is the postmodern condition (New Essays on White Noise 14). Paul Maltby terms 

DeLillo’s writings as ‘unpostmodern’ (260), and although Scott Rettberg views the 

work of DeLillo “(…) as distinctly post-modern (…)”, he does not consider him as a 

postmodern author. Bernd Herzogenrath accepts that Auster may be considered a 

postmodern writer, but he emphasises a psychoanalytical and poststructural approach 

(5). Paul Jahshan thinks the whole discussion of postmodernism is irrelevant in the 

case of Auster (390), and Joseph Tabbi emphasises systems theory to interpret 

Auster’s work (see Cognitive Fictions). 

 Moon Palace and White Noise, thus, have led to many and rather divergent 

approaches and classifications. In my thesis I wish to contribute to the study of the 

classification of both novels, with an important point of interest being the origin of the 

contradictory comments and classifications by literary critics. This will lead me to 

study the characteristics of Moon Palace and White Noise, and to examine literary and 

other influences on both books. I hope to be able to participate in a broader debate 

about literary categories. More particularly, I wish to study the boundaries and the 

transgressions of boundaries of literary classifications.  

Studying literary categories is not entirely new to me. My master thesis at the 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel dealt with a similar theme. I selected four novels, two by 

Jef Geeraerts and two by Stefan Hertmans. Geeraerts’s Black Venus and Hertmans’s 

Naar Merelbeke are indisputably considered as traditional novels (Scholliers 60, 86). 

The other books (Geld by Geeraerts, and Harder dan Sneeuw by Hertmans), however, 

led to debate, which was particularly the case with Harder dan Sneeuw. According to 

critics, it is not clear what kind of genre the latter is: a thriller or a parody of a thriller. 

However, Hertmans maintained that he wrote a rather traditional novel that is part of a 



trilogy (98). I concluded that Harder dan Sneeuw may be categorised as a thriller with 

many postmodern traits (98). 

 To comprehend the contradicting opinions of literary critics of Moon Palace 

and White Noise, I need to engage in various and complex issues. The literary critics 

pay attention to specific traits of both novels, which they link to diverse theories, 

approaches and views. To be able to grasp their arguments, I need to deal with views 

and theories by social critics. I will do so by first presenting briefly these views and 

theories, and then by carefully investigating if and to what extent these views and 

theories appear in Moon Palace and White Noise. Also, I will pay attention to the way 

Auster and Delillo make use of traditional literary genres, and how critics view this 

use of genres in their classification of both novels. The following questions, thus, are 

important: is it possible to classify a novel in various and even opposing ways? If so, 

which characteristics and approaches are stressed or ignored? And if so, what would 

be the implication for literary classifications and genres? 

My thesis contains three chapters. I will start with a discussion of the concept 

of genre. I will pay attention to the way both authors use literary genres, and to what 

extent this treatment may allow critics to classify both books within a literary 

category (chapter one). After dealing with this, I will analyse postmodern and other 

characteristics that may be found in the two novels. Literary critics do indeed refer to 

postmodern thinking in their discussion of these books. In order to understand this, I 

will expand on ideas of some postmodern and poststructuralist thinkers (Baudrillard, 

Derrida, Lacan, and Lyotard), and examine to what extent their views emerge in 

Moon Palace and White Noise. Some critics indeed claim a direct link between these 

French thinkers and both novels (chapter two). Then, I will analyse some views on the 

two novels, which are linked to American literary and cultural traditions. This will 

lead me to some traditional literary themes, such as the frontier (chapter three). These 

steps will hopefully suffice to evaluate Moon Palace and White Noise with regard to 

influences and classifications in literary trends and, indeed, genres (conclusion).  



CHAPTER ONE 

 

Genre(s) and Critics  
 

 

Various reasons drive me to explore the notion of genre. Critics analyse the way 

Auster and DeLillo make use of literary genres in Moon Palace and White Noise, 

which is part of their classification into literary categories. The controversy this 

engenders will allow me to examine the boundaries of genre. If literary critics classify 

Moon Palace and White Noise in different and indeed opposing categories, what, 

then, is the relevance of the notion of these categories? Does the reader play a role in 

assessing literary categories and genres, as some theories suggest (such as reader-

response criticism)? This chapter, however, is not only about critics and readers who 

classify novels; it is about trying to make the link between postmodernism and genres, 

and about exploring the possibilities of using various genres within one novel, as 

Moon Palace and White Noise may illustrate in this chapter. All this will lead me to 

deal with genre theory, generic codes, reception theory, and the first analysis of the 

classification of the two novels. 

When asking what a literary genre is, one is often referred to simple 

categorisations: a detective, a western, a plain novel, and so on. However, if one 

wants to know what genres actually are, most people would very likely reply with a 

blank stare. Genre is everywhere: in books, in television programmes, in architecture 

or in music (Frow, Genre 12 – 13). Genre is ingrained in people’s life, which is why 

the question about genre is difficult to answer. I will develop this view below, but 

before I do so, I need to analyse the way literary theory responds to the question of 

genre. This is a difficult matter to literary theory, so much so that specialists have 

developed a separate field, namely genre theory.  

The study of genre is mostly concerned with classifications on a rather static 

level (Chandler 1; Devitt 6). Indeed, “[t]he conventional conception considers genre a 

classification system of texts based on shared formal characteristics” (Devitt 6; see 

Chandler 2). In fact, critics developed a view of genre that relates to biological species 

(Dubrow 7; Frow, Genre 52). This implies that genres are fixed. Apparently, defining 

a genre seems an extremely difficult task. “Defining genres (…) is a theoretical 



minefield” (Chandler 2), and it “is extremely hard” (Dubrow 4). This is because many 

theorists argue about the classification of genres and each classification system has 

different purposes (Chandler 1; Devitt 6). As a result, classification systems differ 

from each other (Devitt 7).  

 

 

Contemporary Criticism with Regard to Genre 

 

It seems, thus, that literary theory has a problem: how can one explain genre and 

classify novels if one cannot define genre? One may ask, however, whether it is 

necessary to define genre in a static way. From static and older theories of genre, 

literary theorists tend to move to a more dynamic point of view (Devitt 8). “Genre has 

been redefined (…) from a classification created by the critics to a classification that 

people make (…)” (8). People categorise texts every day (Chandler 3). This 

alternative view has important consequences in relation to genre theory. Without 

trying to comprehend contemporary genre theory, it seems difficult to make sense of 

the different views with respect to the genres of Moon Palace and White Noise. It is 

thus necessary to consider contemporary genre theory to which this chapter is partly 

devoted. 

According to Amy Devitt, genre is not only linked to literary theory but also to 

a rhetorical theory of genre (2). This rhetorical theory of genre is a fruitful insight, 

because it does not isolate genre. On the contrary, it views genre as any utterance, as a 

rhetoric device and as a discourse. Genre is ingrained within context, situation, 

culture, other genres, and history (Devitt 25, 33). So, genres are mediated through 

texts, readers, and writers (Chandler 8). Jauss emphasises the dialogue between 

author, text, and reader (Jauss 1). According to Jauss, a critic has to become a reader. 

Although critics are always and inevitably readers, this view is important because 

according to contemporary genre theory, the ‘ordinary’ reader (thus the non-critic) 

establishes genres. 

Thus, genre is everywhere and it means different things to different people 

(Frow, Genre 131). A dynamic network emerges between people who construct and 

label a genre. But a question arises: how may people conceive of the same genre and 

label it in the same way? The notion of ‘generic codes’ is relevant: people recognise a 

particular genre and these generic codes differ from culture to culture (Dubrow 3).  



How does one acquire generic codes? How can one establish knowledge of 

generic codes and classify them? Even the simplest text requires knowledge about 

genres (Frow, Genre 7). According to a study quoted in Chandler, children at a young 

age cannot recognise genre distinctions. Gradually, however, children may start to 

recognise generic symbols or codes, and later on they connect these to a particular 

genre (Chandler 7; Dubrow 2 – 3). Therefore, they are able to situate texts with regard 

to genres. So, children follow existing categorisations in genres – and therefore they 

construct generic divisions and generic codes (Chandler 7). In other words, genres are 

unconsciously acquired (Dubrow 37; Frow, Genre 128). Because adults have learnt 

about genres in their childhood, they will continue to construct generic divisions and 

establish, invent, or shape a particular genre. ‘Chick-lit’ may serve as a good example; 

it is a recently emerged label for a genre meant for (young) women, with simple 

narrative and romantic features, which generally expects little intellectual capacity.  

According to Frow, genres have three dimensions: formal characteristics that 

refer to grammar and structures, rhetorical characteristics that create a relationship 

between senders and receivers, and thematic characteristics (Genre 74 – 76). Because 

of rhetorical and thematic characteristics, generic codes operate in the interaction 

between the reader and the writer (Dubrow 2, 34; Chandler 5, 6; Frow, Genre 109). 

Indeed, genre is “(…) a shared convention with a social force” (Frow, Genre 102). 

When a genre establishes a relationship between writer and reader, it is not labelled as 

a generic code but as a generic contract (Dubrow 31). Genres have sets of rules, 

prescriptions and expectations (3, 8 – 9, 37). 

This view on genre shows a similarity with reception theory. It seems useful to 

go into this theory briefly, in order to emphasise the role of critics, and hence readers, 

regarding genre. Moreover, this will lead me directly to Auster’s and DeLillo’s 

novels, because they seem to play a game with their readers in connection with codes 

and genres. 

Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser are two German scholars who are linked 

to reception theory. Reception theory and reception aesthetics became known in the 

1960s and 1970s (Segers 9). This theory reacts to New Criticism that totally ignored 

the reader (Freund 40). New Criticism sees a text as an objective unity, a point of 

view incomprehensible to reception theory (40). The difference between Iser and 

Jauss is to be found in their methods: for Iser, reception theory begins with texts, 

whereas Jauss studies the public’s reaction to a work of art (Segers 14). The theory of 



Jauss will be briefly explained and linked to genre theory, while Iser’s point of view 

will be connected to the analysis of postmodern genres.  

According to Jauss, generic codes and contracts between a writer and a reader 

are termed a “horizon of expectations” (Segers 11; Jauss 3). This horizon of 

expectations means that readers are already familiar with the rules of genre (Jauss 3). 

This is the primary horizon of aesthetic experience (3). The horizon of expectations 

refers to knowledge and “(…) form[s] the background understanding for any 

reception of a text (…)” (Frow, Genre 147).  

Although readers and writers negotiate about the generic status of a text, the 

contract between writer and reader can be violated and it can thus challenge genre 

(Frow, Genre 109; Dubrow 3; Devitt 22). To Jauss, this explains how the primary 

horizon of expectations can be destroyed. He launches the notion of aesthetic 

distance, which is the distance between the horizon of expectations and a new literary 

work (Jauss 5). When the distance between text and reader is too large, then there is 

an aesthetic distance. When the distance is rather small, then the text belongs to the 

genre of popular literature (Segers 12 – 13).  

It is obvious that authors never write in a void due to the cultural, situational, 

and generic contexts and the already existing genres (Devitt 27 – 28). Indeed, Jauss 

states that a literary work exists always in relation to another work, even when it 

disrupts expectations (Jauss in Duff 131; Frow, Genre 28). As a result, “(…) people’s 

knowledge and experience of genres in the past shape their experience with any 

particular discourse and any particular genre at any particular time” (Devitt 28). When 

a genre is known or recognised, this genre may shape the condition for the 

development of a new genre, which is again to be acquired (Devitt 28). This echoes 

the theory of Jauss. Acquiring a new genre might be a difficult process when, for 

example, the aesthetic distance is too big, and readers cannot comprehend the new 

work (Jauss 5). However, accepting the new work can alter this. This acceptation is 

termed as the second horizon of expectations (6). When one is accustomed to a new 

genre, the second horizon of expectation becomes (like) the first one (6). Jauss 

mentions literary series. These connect a work into a historic realm, and create 

meaning (Jauss 12). Therefore, experiences (with earlier works) by the reader are 

crucial.  

Genres only exist when they are acknowledged and implemented (Chandler 

3). As stated by Devitt, context plays a significant role in the rhetorical theory of 



genre (2). In this theory, ‘situation’ is a keyword. Genre is concerned with actions. 

Actions occur in specific contexts, and therefore they are termed rhetorical situations 

(Devitt 12; Frow, Genre 14). Genres develop through people’s actions and views 

(Devitt 46), and they are human constructs (50) with particular functions. The latter 

are multiple, situational, and ideological (53).  

As mentioned in my introduction, some critics (and readers) classify Moon 

Palace and White Noise as postmodernist novels. In order to comprehend this, I draw 

on the insights of Bertens and D’haen, who use two critics, one from reception theory 

and the other from linguistics (68 – 71). They first deal with Iser’s ‘narrative 

strategies’. According to Iser, a literary work of art involves a dialectical relationship 

between reader and text. The reader develops a horizon of expectations when starting 

with his reading. There are two possibilities: the text confirms the expectations of the 

reader, or the text is too distant to do so. This conformity / distance is to be detected in 

the text by ‘narrative strategies’, which differ from period to period. As a 

consequence, readers may be less receptive to some texts than to other texts. In order 

to explain these narrative strategies, Iser developed the concept of ‘open gaps’ in texts 

(or black spots). ‘Open gaps’ refers to the readers’ failure to understand particular 

parts of a novel because of conventional reading patterns (69).  

Bertens and D’haen question the meaning of Iser’s ‘narrative strategies’ and 

‘open gaps.’ To solve this, they use the ‘speech-act’ theory developed by Grice, 

Austin and Searle (70). Grice develops the ‘ideal’ conversation, which is called the 

‘Cooperative Principle.’ An ideal conversation is unambiguous; speaker and listener 

are supposed to make clear utterances (informative, transparent, and relevant). Of 

course, people use irony, they make use of non–informative utterances or may use 

nonsensical sounds; in other words, they ignore Gricean rules. This is precisely what 

postmodern authors do according to Bertens and D’haen (71). They violate Grice’s 

rules, and as a result the reader encounters open gaps in his reading (71 – 72).  

How do genre and reader-response theory relate to Moon Palace and White 

Noise? Do the authors play with genres and do they mock the expectations of the 

reader, like postmodernism tends to do? Before I can answer these questions, I need to 

deal with the way literary critics approach genre in the novels of Auster and DeLillo 

in general. 

 

 



Genres, Auster & DeLillo  

 

DeLillo’s fiction violates formal and generic expectations (Orr 10), and according to 

Tom LeClair, DeLillo questions and flaunts generic codes (In the Loop x, xi). This is 

also the opinion of Lentricchia: DeLillo uses a particular genre, but undercuts that 

very genre (New Essays 9). Also, DeLillo experiments with literary conventions 

(Lentricchia, Introducing DeLillo 1). According to Mark Osteen, DeLillo seems to use 

genre conventions and imitates a number of them, but eventually these genres do not 

fit (White Noise: Text & Criticism ix). To Osteen, this is connected to one of the traits 

of postmodernism, meaning that DeLillo’s novels move beyond generic 

characteristics (ix). Osteen makes the link between postmodern characteristics and 

(the violation of) genre conventions. However, LeClair and Lentricchia do not put 

DeLillo in a postmodern straightjacket. As I wrote in my introduction, LeClair sees 

DeLillo as a systems theorist (In the Loop xii, 9), while Lentricchia considers DeLillo 

as one of the last modernists whose subject is the postmodern condition (Essays on 

White Noise 14). I will deal with this issue in chapter three. How DeLillo does flaunt 

generic codes, will be explained in my analysis of genre with respect to White Noise 

(see below). 

Bernd Herzogenrath emphasises psychoanalytical and poststructural themes 

rather than Auster’s postmodernism (5). According to Steven Weisenburger, Auster 

violates the conventions of the narrative (73), which is echoed by Dragana Nikolic. 

According to Herzogenrath, Auster deliberately mixes various genres: the detective, 

the picaresque, and the road novel (2). However, Auster makes use of these genres 

with a certain twist so that “(…) each genre (…) comes to undermine its own 

conventions”, even when the surface of the ‘original’ genre remains visible (2). When 

asked about the reactions to his New York Trilogy, Auster replied that he uses genre 

conventions for different ends (Herzogenrath 2; Auster, The Art of Hunger 261; 

Korsten 258). As I will demonstrate below, Auster’s novel Moon Palace plays with 

genres.  

In order to fully understand the way Auster and DeLillo use genre(s) in Moon 

Palace and White Noise, I need to briefly summarise the content of both novels, 

which will allow me to emphasise particular narrative strategies that may be linked to 

particular genres.  

 



 

Two Stories: Moon Palace and White Noise 

 

Moon Palace is situated in the 1960s and 1970s. It is about a young man, Marco 

Stanley Fogg, who is an orphan and grows up with his uncle Victor. The uncle dies, 

and Marco decides to go to New York where he enters Columbia University. He finds 

a place to stay, but he loses his apartment because he cannot pay the rent. He has to 

live in Central Park. He likes it, although it is a hard life. Eventually, he falls ill after 

being soaked by rain for days. His college friend, Zimmer, and Kitty Wu with whom 

he will start a relationship, rescue him. Because Marco feels guilty for living with 

Zimmer on his expenses, he starts looking for a job. He ends up with his grandfather, 

Thomas Effing. Marco’s job is to read to him and to take him for walks in his 

wheelchair. But the actual purpose of the job is to ensure that the old man will have an 

adequate obituary; and so the latter tells Marco his life and Marco is supposed to write 

it down.  

The story of Effing (the former name of the painter Julian Barber) starts with 

his married life. His wife seems to be frigid, but after spending the night with him she 

becomes pregnant. That does not prevent Julian to go to the West to live as a hermit. 

He never returns to his wife and his son Salomon (who turns out to be Marco’s 

father). Everybody thinks Barber has died. He changes his name to Thomas Effing. 

Marco gets totally involved in this story and he wishes to explore the old man’s 

family ties. When Effing dies, Marco wants to travel too, and he leaves Kitty behind. 

On the surface, this is a story of a young man looking for an identity, which may be 

classified as a Bildungsroman. 

The story of White Noise is about a family who lives in Blacksmith, a small 

American town, in the 1980s. The protagonist Jack Gladney and his wife Babette 

have children of previous marriages. Jack is a university professor, and the founder of 

Hitler Studies. Their life seems ordinary, but there is one thing that they never speak 

of in a direct way: their fear of death. Both are looking for ways to diminish this fear. 

Jack tries to achieve this through his Hitler studies, among other things, and Babette 

takes pills (‘Dylar’) that are supposed to take away the fear of death. These pills are 

not without risk. When Babette tells Jack that she slept with Willy Mink (the man 

who provided the drug Dylar), Jack tries to murder Mink, but fails. Their life changes 

when Jack is exposed to a dangerous toxic. At first, he does not know that he has been 



contaminated, but eventually he realises his worst fears have come true. The novel 

deals with big issues (fear of death) that are mixed with aspects of contemporary 

everyday life. On the surface, this novel may be classified as disaster fiction. 

 Literary critics classify Moon Palace and White Noise quite differently from 

what I propose here as genre classifications. My propositions are based upon 

traditional classifications of genres in which no attention has been paid to postmodern 

characteristics. What characteristics of which genre(s) do the critics emphasise? Why 

would some critics so easily situate Moon Palace and White Noise within a 

postmodern vein? 

 

 

Playing with Genres? 

 

Moon Palace 

 

According to Herzogenrath, Auster deals with one genre, the picaresque. This genre 

had already been parodied and copied as a literary convention (Herzogenrath 9, 117). 

The picaresque transforms and develops itself. A well–known example of this 

transformation is Cervantes’s Don Quixote (9). According to Hendrik van Gorp, the 

main character is described as a marginal figure and an outsider. He is an anti-hero 

and comes into a world where he does not belong. The protagonist is an orphan (Van 

Gorp 15). The picaresque mocks the traditional romance. That traditional romance is 

about knights who live in an ordered and noble world. In the picaresque model, the 

world is disintegrating and falling apart (Herzogenrath 118). 

The characteristics of the picaresque may be found in Moon Palace. For 

example, in the picaresque mode, life depends on chance. Auster’s notion of chance 

resembles this mode (Herzogenrath 121). Chance is the driving force for Marco (122). 

Indeed, everything depends on chance: “(…) I came to see (…) chance as a form of 

readiness (…)” (Moon Palace 1). The ‘dance pattern’, or the coming and going of 

characters in the novel, is typical of Auster’s novels: characters in Moon Palace join 

the protagonist, go away and return later (Herzogenrath 121). Thus, Marco meets 

Kitty for the fist time when he is looking for his college friend Zimmer, finding out 

that he has moved (Moon Palace 34 – 39). Marco and Kitty meet again when Marco 

falls ill in Central Park (69). The pícaro is alone in the world and he is usually an 



orphan, like Marco. According to Van Gorp, the main character of the picaresque is 

an anti-hero (15). Indeed, Marco is a misfit when he goes to the army check–up, and 

he is a fool when he starves himself almost to death (Moon Palace 69, 71, 79).  

In the picaresque, the main character is in search of himself, in search of the 

father, and in search of ideals (Van Gorp 173). This is an entirely appropriate 

description of Moon Palace: Marco is looking for his genealogy and he is certainly 

looking for ideals. According to Herzogenrath and Van Gorp, the picaresque looks 

like a pseudo autobiography (Herzogenrath 122; Van Gorp 15). This happens in 

Moon Palace, when the main character comments on the development of the story: 

“From this point on, the story grows more complicated” (Moon Palace 47; 

Herzogenrath 123). The protagonist in the picaresque is a traveller, and the people 

Marco is named after refer to travelling. Marco refers to Marco Polo, Stanley refers to 

the journalist that found Dr. Livingstone in the Congo, and Fogg stands for Phileas, 

the man who travelled around the world (Moon Palace 6; Herzogenrath 116). When 

Marco is instructed to write the story of Effing, he recognises some of the feelings 

that Effing describes (Moon Palace 161, 179). By telling more or less the same story, 

repetition is created although each story is different. So, repetition and difference 

create a structure, which can be considered as a picaresque characteristic 

(Herzogenrath 121; Van Gorp 15). 

 Thus, the picaresque reacts to another genre, and this may be connected to the 

postmodern novel. According to Herzogenrath, Auster deconstructs the structure of 

this genre by providing a postmodern version: “[t]he contemporary picaresque novel, 

especially its postmodern version as exemplified by Moon Palace, has ‘replaced’ the 

feudal system of the sixteenth century with the symbolic register as represented by 

language and writing (…)” (Herzogenrath 117, 123). Whereas the main character in 

earlier times followed his itinerary through geographical space, the postmodern 

version follows its itinerary through textual space (Herzogenrath 124). This is a 

Derridean point of view, which I will explain in chapter two.  

 To Herzogenrath, Auster’s Moon Palace is a story told in the picaresque mode 

with a postmodern structure. I briefly explained the picaresque mode but said nothing 

about a postmodern structure, let alone, postmodernism. I will try to explain some 

basic issues of postmodernism in chapter two, in order to evaluate the postmodern 

content of Moon Palace, as suggested, among others, by Herzogenrath. 

 



White Noise 

 

When DeLillo was writing White Noise he complained about American fiction that 

deals with family life in which marriages, separations, and the love–life of the 

characters are the most important issues (LeClair, In the Loop 208). In White Noise, 

too, this kind of genre and its expectations are used. For example, the family quarrels 

about the food that Babette buys, but never eats (White Noise 7). In fact, the first part 

of the novel looks very much like a family depiction: the Gladneys look like the 

average family of the sitcom of the 1950s. However, DeLillo mocks American realist 

fiction (Orr 20). The genre is ridiculed because of the exaggerations. For example, the 

parents are in their fourth marriage, and each child has a different parent: “Babette 

and I and our children from previous marriages (…)” (White Noise 4, my emphasis; 

Orr 21). The Gladneys are far from representing the perfect family.  

However, when the family is confronted with a major disaster, the genre of the 

novel changes to become ‘disaster fiction’ (LeClair, In the Loop 209; White Noise 

109, 141). Jack is told that he is going to die, but he continues to live his life as if 

nothing has changed (White Noise 141, 325). The only difference is that his fear of 

death becomes more ‘real.’ So, the genre (is) changed. Yet, after this reversion of 

genres, another genre comes into the picture: that of the college novel (LeClair, In the 

Loop 209). Babette and Jack are both teachers, Jack as a professor and Babette as a 

teacher of posture. They are laughed at because their teaching seems to be from 

another era. The children are in tune with the newest developments, but the parents 

are not willing (or able) to catch up with them. Instead of emphasising adult wisdom 

(as in a classic college novel), the stress is on the children’s knowledge. So, the third 

genre is subverted too (LeClair, In the Loop 209). This becomes very clear when the 

airborne toxic event is in its full development. Heinrich, a son of Jack, is the one who 

explains everything to the people who are being evacuated (White Noise 130 – 131). 

Another example deals with the knowledge and insights of the parents and their 

children. Babette and Jack go over their lessons from school (mathematics, naming of 

countries and cities, and other rather plain knowledge), whereas Heinrich tells them 

what is actually going on (White Noise 173 – 176). According to Laura Barrett, White 

Noise is a generic hybrid (97).  

Both authors use genres in order to emphasise and ridicule the form of those 

particular genres. Auster does this with one genre, the picaresque, and DeLillo uses 



various genres to criticise those genres explicitly. Because of the mixing and 

deforming of genres, the reader’s expectations may be destabilised, which can be 

connected to reception theory (Bertens & D’haen 81, 88, 91). 

 

 

Conclusion  

 

Paul Auster makes interesting points about genre in a letter to Barone, the editor of 

Beyond the Red Notebook, a collection of essays about Auster’s novels: “Critics (…) 

confuse the thoughts and statements of the characters in my books with my own 

beliefs (…)” (14). As a sort of conclusion, he refers directly to the classification of his 

novels: “[w]ho cares about finding the right label for my books?” (14). Although it is 

a good question, it is an irrelevant one: readers and certainly critics do care what 

label(s) Auster’s novel(s) may have.  

The reason why I briefly touched upon older theories of genre in this chapter 

is to stress the contrast between these theories and contemporary genre theory. It is 

obvious that contemporary genre theory and reception theory have a lot in common. 

The methods they both discuss and apply, establish a relationship between text, 

reader, and writer in the realm of social, economic, historical, contextual, temporal 

and power relationships. People in their daily practices define genres. This makes 

genre inescapable: everyone is confronted with genres. Relating to the use of genres 

in novels, this insight is important in connection with my search of the origin of the 

controversy about literary classification of Moon Palace and White Noise. 

 It appears that the way Auster and DeLillo make use of genres leads to 

controversy. Some literary critics do not view the playing with genres as postmodern 

(LeClair, Lentricchia), but to others, the mocking of genres is one of the traits of 

postmodernism (Osteen). Postmodern fiction indeed uses (and plays with) genres to 

twist, deform and mix in order to undermine the conventions of those genres (Bertens 

& D’haen 73 – 75; Vervaeck 175). This is exactly what DeLillo and Auster have done 

with White Noise and Moon Palace: they mingled and subverted genres. Critics 

acknowledge that Auster and DeLillo use genres according to the postmodern way of 

thinking about established structures and forms of writing. Indeed, postmodern 

theories and insights appear in literary critiques of White Noise and Moon Palace. 

Therefore I need to tackle postmodern thinking, which I will briefly analyse in the 



next chapter. Chapter two will focus on the influences of French theorists in Auster’s 

and DeLillo’s novels, and particularly emphasise those influences in Moon Palace and 

White Noise. 



CHAPTER TWO 

 

French Influences? 

 

 
According to some literary critics, the way genres are used in Moon Palace and White 

Noise appears to have postmodernist features as shown in chapter one. Among these 

features are elements of French postmodern theories. I will explore in what way both 

authors refer explicitly or implicitly to French theory. This will allow me to assert 

whether, and to what extent, both novels concur with (European) postmodern (or 

poststructuralist) thought. Also, this investigation will permit me to state the limits of 

(European) postmodern influences in Moon Palace and White Noise, which will lead 

me to the exploration of other influences. Some literary critics mention American 

cultural influences, which I will analyse in chapter three. The investigation of 

(European) postmodern and American influences should lead me to conclude whether 

these novels adhere to a postmodern programme or not, and if so, to what extent.  

The present chapter deals with four French theorists: Derrida, Lacan, Lyotard, 

and Baudrillard, who are mentioned by literary critics of Auster’s and DeLillo’s work. 

I wish to investigate whether these theorists’ line of thinking inspired Auster and 

DeLillo when writing Moon Palace and White Noise. Jacques Derrida constructed a 

theory about the unsteadiness of language, which connects to Auster’s work. Jacques 

Lacan is a psychoanalyst who may be linked to Derrida because he also questions 

critically language, and he can be connected to Auster too. Also, Lacan can be 

connected to the sublime. In turn, this relates to Jean-François Lyotard’s idea of the 

sublime, which is a vital concept in Auster’s and DeLillo’s novels. Both imagine 

something beyond the realm of everyday–life. Next to the attention to language, there 

is a particular worldview that appears in Auster’s and DeLillo’s work, which may be 

linked to Jean Baudrillard’s thinking. This is particularly the case with DeLillo. In the 

sections below, I will briefly present the general thought of the four French thinkers 

and link this to elements of Moon Palace and White Noise. 

 

 

 



Derrida and the Instability of Language 

 

Derrida’s analysis implies a game of significations. Meaning is scattered in the chain 

of signifiers, which means that language cannot be pinned down: it is subject to 

‘semantic slippage’ (Sarup 35; Neel 103; Norris 15). This is différance. There is no 

origin or original meaning, because the sign is trapped in the trace and has no centre, 

which is termed as dissémination (Vervaeck 46; Sarup 36). This is why the 

supplement is crucial to Derrida. The supplement has no origin (Muyaert 48): it 

enriches and at the same time it “(…) is supposed to make up for something that was 

missing (…)” (Royle 18). The supplement is neither inside nor outside (Royle 49). 

Actually, the supplement can stand for Derrida’s whole theory because it relates to the 

text in general: words slip and a trace occurs, and the result is that words become 

unfixed. 

Spoken words assume order, and they should pave the way for the ‘truth.’ This 

is the concept of logocentrism. ‘Logos’ refers to the spoken word that centralises 

speech, and ‘centrism’ stands for a concept that occupies a central place (Oger 64). 

Writing is considered to be inferior to speaking, because it distorts the natural order of 

speech (according to Neel 5; Moyaert 40). The preference of speech over writing is 

termed ‘phonocentrism’ (Oger 64), which means ‘voice–centredness’ (Royle 37). 

Logocentrism and phonocentrism allude to a presence and to truth in language (Lucy 

71). Logocentrism stands for the presence of meaning (Neel 175), and it refers to 

“(…) logic, reason, the word of God, or any other absolute origin that precedes and 

escapes the infinite play of writing” (Neel 175).  

Logocentrism and phonocentrism are to be found in traditional philosophy 

(Norris 30 – 31). One major example is Plato’s Phaedrus, which is used by Derrida. In 

Phaedrus, Plato tells the story of Ammon, an Egyptian god, who condemns writing 

(Neel 27 – 28). This myth sees writing as an orphan: there is no origin and no father. 

If the father would be present, he would tell the ‘authentic truth’, but the text 

murdered its father. So, only traces are apparent in texts that refer to the absence of 

the father (and thus the author) (Moyaert 43). The result is an endless game of 

interpretations (Moyaert 44). In other words, there is no logocentrism and 

phonocentrism to be found in the text because there is no presence. This is the result 

of the supplement: writers nor readers have a complete command of the text, because 

there is no centre (Royle 57; Ijsseling 24).  



 

Derridean Language in Auster and DeLillo 

 

How do Derrida’s concepts fit with Auster and DeLillo, and particularly with Moon 

Palace and White Noise? Are there implicit or explicit links to Derrida’s ideas in these 

two novels? Below I will explore this, but first I take a look at the way literary critics 

deal with this topic. 

According to Herzogenrath, Auster shares a great deal with Derrida’s ideas 

(5). Auster uncovers the relationship between the signifier and the signified. He 

explores this relation and finds out that it is unstable. Therefore, the inadequacy of 

language is brought into the picture, which is exactly what Derrida’s concepts imply 

(Barone 7; Sorapure, Key Figures 23 – 24). Auster’s novels go in every direction; 

there is no beginning or end but a rhizome, a structure without definite roots 

(Nikolic), which is why his novels create wordplay and punning (Herzogenrath 7). 

This may be difficult to grasp for the reader, and that is why the contract between 

writer and reader is dissolved. This repeats the characteristics of genre as developed in 

chapter one. To Auster, language is ungraspable, and there is a gap between reality 

and presentation. Therefore there is a gap between thinking and writing (Nikolic). The 

writers in Auster’s Moon Palace are unable to communicate properly because of this 

gap (Sorapure, Key Figures 24). This is connected to the absent father, which echoes 

Derrida’s theory: the text murders the father, and traces occur. The concept of the 

father, who is missing and has to be searched, is important to Auster’s writing.  

Characters in Moon Palace are decentred and they have no stable identity 

(Nikolic). There is an absence of a complete identity. The ‘I’ cannot come to itself; it 

is caught in an endless movement (Herzogenrath 216). Therefore characters become 

‘the other’ and are constantly searching, “Auster’s books are about the search for 

identity through a search for someone else’s” (Barone 16). Identities are continuously 

shifting. This is the notion of alterity (Vervaeck 70). Alterity means that characters 

only exist to become another character, which means that identity always shifts and 

even vanishes (203). This leads to the fact that the concept of identity (‘self’, the 

‘other’, mixtures and ambiguity) in Auster’s novels is quite prominent (see Auster, 

The Art of Hunger 261 – 262; Herzogenrath 4; Jahshan 390; Springer; Chénetier 36; 

Sorapure, Key Figures 20).  



According to Osteen, DeLillo is concerned with language too (White Noise: 

Text & Criticism xi). Sometimes words are overloaded, and language acquires a life 

of its own. Eventually words leave their original meaning behind (Iyer 382). DeLillo’s 

texts play games with language (Douglas 106). This echoes Derrida’s (and Auster’s) 

approaches to language. DeLillo’s language creates mystery (Iyer 382). Mystery and 

wonder are metaphors for an absent referent, because mystery and wonder cannot be 

grasped. That is why Tabbi states that DeLillo is a postmodern sublime author 

(Postmodern Sublime 170 – 171). The sublime ties in with Auster’s fiction as well 

(Bernstein 101 – 102). The concept of the sublime will be examined below. Both 

authors use the sublime in their work, but they use it differently. Before I analyse this, 

I will examine two critics, Lacan and Lyotard, who made a contribution to the 

sublime that relates to Auster and DeLillo.  

To answer my question put at the onset of this section, it seems that Derrida’s 

concepts are most certainly present in Auster’s novel but less so in DeLillo’s. How 

does Lacan’s theory relate to Auster’s and DeLillo’s novels? 

 

 

Lacan’s Theory of Language and the Unconscious: In Search of the Sublime 

 

Instead of stressing clinical practice and its theory of psychoanalysis, Lacan’s theory 

emphasises language (Rabaté xii; Sarup 8). His theory is concerned with the 

unconsciousness, because the unconsciousness relates to and expresses language. Our 

access to others is only possible through language (Sarup 12; Belsey 13). People use 

words that have multiple meanings. In other words, one cannot say what one actually 

means (Belsey 30; Sarup 11). The result is that the signifier signifies another signifier. 

The consequence is that there is a glissement or slippage in language (Sarup 13). 

Thus, representation is never fully established because of the ambiguity of signifiers: 

“[t]here is a gulf between saying and meaning” (Sarup 16). Although one has a sense 

of identity, the latter is impossible to grasp (Sarup 15; Belsey 4).  

Lacan’s theory makes use of three concepts: the Symbolic, the Imaginary, and 

the Real (Herzogenrath 6). The Imaginary tries to establish the lack, which is the lost 

unity with the mother. People who are stuck in the Imaginary have failed to accept the 

split (Shaw 133). The child wants to fuse with the others, but this is not possible 

because of the misrecognition of the Other (thus, the mother). There is no unified 



personality. This is the first stage of the mirage (Sarup 30). The realm of the 

Symbolic starts when the child acknowledges the laws of language and of society. 

This is only possible when the child recognises the Father, which means ‘law’ (Shaw 

133; Sarup 30, 31). The Symbolic makes it possible for children to become separate 

entities because they can articulate their needs and desires. This is stage three of the 

mirage (Shaw 133; Sarup 30). 

The subject, which is the lack, is a result of the signifier (thus, the Symbolic) 

that tries to create this lost unity. So, desire “(…) emerges as a result of the subject’s 

separation from the Real and (…) by which the subject tries to catch up with this 

Real, lost unity again” (Herzogenrath 6). The Real is beyond language (Sarup 31; 

Belsey xii). The unconscious desire is formed in the realm of the lost Real, and 

therefore the Real is “(…) at the heart of the Symbolic which can never be presented 

(…)” (Shaw 134; Belsey 29). Lacanian psychoanalysis is a theory without origin or 

unity, because the subject is split and lacks wholeness (Herzogenrath 5 – 6). 

Therefore, desire for wholeness is an illusion (Shaw 133).  

Lacan’s concepts show links with Derrida’s thinking. Signifiers that refer to 

other signifiers result in a Derridean concept of language: language never arrives at 

stable meaning. People cannot speak without misunderstanding the other / Other, like 

Derrida claims: there is no control in speech, and people misinterpret (Neel 115). 

Another connection with Derrida’s theory is the concept of identity. Identity is seen 

through the Other / others, and this connects Derridean and postmodern thought. The 

major difference between them is that Lacan sees structures in the unconsciousness in 

language (Sarup 9), whereas Derrida observes a deviation from structure in language. 

Lacan’s theory illustrates the concept of the sublime in language, since it shows that 

the Real is never to be met. It is always absent. Thus, because of the Symbolic, the 

Real is there, although it is never to be reached. Lacan’s concepts seem less sublime 

than Lyotard’s, because they only feature the lack of a ‘family union’ with the mother. 

There is no sublime experience in Lacan’s thoughts. However, the way Lacan 

describes this lack and the absence of the real, creates a sublime. 

Before I link Lacan’s theory to Auster’s and DeLillo’s language, it is 

necessary to take into account Lyotard’s views on this subject. First, a definition of 

the sublime may be needed. I argue that Lacan’s theory employs concepts of the 

sublime. This needs an explanation. I think this is essential because both Lacan and 

certainly Lyotard use the sublime.  



Philip Shaw has written an excellent survey on the sublime. It tracks the 

history of the sublime since Longinus’s time and even before (Shaw 12). According to 

Shaw, the sublime has many meanings, including a high building or mountain, a state 

of mind, a thought, or a heroic deed (Shaw 1). Although the sublime is hard to catch, 

Shaw provides a definition: “(…) whenever experience slips out of conventional 

understanding, whenever the power of an object or event is such that words fail and 

points of comparison disappear, then we resort to the feeling of the sublime” (Shaw 

2). For this reason, the sublime is something beyond comprehension. However, in the 

postmodern sublime there is little of transcendence, but more of immanence: the 

sublime does not point at an object beyond, but within a representation, and it exceeds 

the possibility of representation (Shaw 4). The postmodern sublime stresses the 

inability to show the unlimited, and it admits its own failure without regret and 

without longing (Shaw 115). Lyotard’s thought on the sublime may help to 

understand some of the concepts of the postmodern sublime.  

 

 

Lyotard and the Unpresentable 

 

Lyotard notes that Lacan’s theory of the unconsciousness is only concerned with 

language. He disagrees with Lacan, and proposes another unconsciousness – that of 

the figural, which is visual representation (Sarup 107). According to Lyotard, 

“[l]anguage is on the side of censorship and repression; figural representation is on 

the side of desire and transgression” (Sarup 107). This statement is of major 

importance in two ways: it shows that Lyotard views language as an instrument of 

imprisonment, and that he posits an unconsciousness that has features of the sublime 

and does not obey rules. Visual representation is to be understood as something that is 

not visible (Bertens, The Idea 132 – 133). How this is made possible will be explained 

in the following paragraphs.  

 In “Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism?” Lyotard describes art 

forms and literature. He depicts realism as the mainstream art of a culture, because it 

simply reflects a culture’s beliefs and ideas. Realism is not seen as creating an image 

of the world ‘as it is’, according to Lyotard. Instead, realism makes the world appear 

to be real (Malpas 44). A sense of reality is only made possible through beliefs and 



ideas of a culture. Modernism and postmodernism disrupt realism, and for Lyotard 

present the unpresentable (Malpas 45 – 46). 

Lyotard borrows Kant’s idea of the sublime. According to Kant, art is “(…) 

capable of presenting the fact that something always remains unpresentable (…)” 

(Malpas 87). Kant makes a distinction between two concepts of aesthetic experience, 

the beautiful and the sublime (Malpas 46). Beauty is a feeling of harmony, whereas 

the sublime creates feelings of terror and repulsion, but simultaneously feelings of 

attraction (Malpas 46). An experience of the sublime surfaces when one fails to 

describe something that is too powerful. By trying to stretch the imagination, one 

feels pain, but at the same time it is pleasurable too (Malpas 47). “What causes the 

sublime feeling is unpresentable, but within that feeling it is possible to conceive that 

there is something” (Malpas 47).  

Lyotard also uses Kant’s sublime in order to describe the way art and literature 

disturb or recognise established ‘language games’ and how representation is described 

(Malpas 47). Narrative knowledge and scientific knowledge have different discourses, 

which are constituted by these language games (Malpas 21; Lyotard 10). The 

organisation of knowledge is made up by narratives and by language games, which 

lead to grand narratives (Readings xxxiii; Malpas 23). There are two parts of the 

sublime, pain and pleasure, which Lyotard connects to the modern and the 

postmodern (Malpas 47; Bertens, The Idea 132). Modernism experiences a loss and it 

is nostalgic towards the sublime because the old language games are not presented 

like ‘in the old days’ (Malpas 47 – 48). Thus, modernism enacts the unpresentable as 

something missing (Belsey 125 – 126; Lyotard 81; Shaw 116, 123). A la recherche du 

temps perdu provides a modernist example. In contrast, Joyce serves a good example 

of the postmodern sublime, because in his writing he uses puns and disruptions. By 

doing so, the unpresentable becomes presentable in Joyce’s story (Malpas 49; Shaw 

123). Postmodernism seems to celebrate this, because language games have failed 

(Malpas 48; Belsey 126). However, Lyotard states that the postmodern is to 

emphasise “(…) a stronger sense of the unpresentable” rather than enjoy its loss 

(Lyotard 81).  

The postmodern sublime puts the unpresentable in presentation (Bertens, The 

Idea 133). Art must disturb in order to give rise to new forms and rules that are not 

being followed (yet) (Malpas 49, 88, 89). Postmodern art and literature may therefore 

be unsettling (Malpas 49, 87). Thus, the work of art occurs as an event; art is not a 



commodity because it disrupts any pre-existing referential border (Malpas 89, 90, 99). 

And so the event challenges established genres and discourses, and behaves like an 

event (Malpas 99; Shaw 23).  

 

 

Auster’s and DeLillo’s Sublime: Echoes of Lacan and Lyotard, and Derridean 

Examples 

 

Lacan’s and Lyotard’s views may be detected in Auster’s and DeLillo’s work. Paul 

Jahshan correlates Auster’s writing with the theory of le mirage and with 

postmodernism (391). As outlined earlier, the child becomes aware of the fact that it 

cannot have a full personality. In Auster’s novels characters are having identity 

problems and have a split personality; they mirror and double each other, and they 

even fuse with one another (Bernstein 89; Barone 15 – 16; Wirth 177; Sorapure, Key 

Figures 21). Auster himself makes the link between Lacan’s theory of the mirror 

stage, and stresses that we learn language from others (The Art of Hunger 300). 

Characters keep reaching out for something that is never meant to be found. However, 

language is also the language of the Father, which means authority, and forbids 

construction of the self (Chénetier 42). The intimidating or non-intimidating presence 

of the father seems to be a frequent theme in Auster’s novels (Nikolic). This also 

refers to the Derridean concept of the text: because of the absent father, the text is 

stretched out because there is no fixed meaning. As a result, there is a surplus (of 

meanings) in the text. 

 DeLillo can be Lacanian too. For DeLillo, the Father is a simulation (Wilcox 

360). I will come back to this below, when I deal with Baudrillard. According to 

Lacan, language is an unconscious phenomenon. This unconsciousness in language 

occurs in the novels of DeLillo. As stated above, DeLillo perceives language as a 

mysterious powerful meaning (Osteen, White Noise: Text & Criticism x; Iyer 382; 

LeClair, In The Loop 207; Maltby 265 – 266; LeClair, Conversations 3). 

 This brings me to Lyotard’s sublime. Both Auster and DeLillo make use of 

this concept. In the case of DeLillo, the term technological postmodern sublime may 

be utilised (Tabbi, Postmodern Sublime 174). DeLillo refers to a postmodern sublime 

by using technological systems, which I will examine in the last chapter.  



While DeLillo is more concerned with technology and the representation of 

media (see Barone 11), Auster’s fiction deals with the unnameable and unpresentable 

(Bernstein 101). Language connects characters and the sublime. According to 

Sorapure, Auster’s characters are struggling with Derridean language. Because of the 

inadequacy of language, they fail to tell a comprehensive narrative (23). So, 

characters continue to tell their narratives although language fails. These characters 

struggle with the postmodern sublime because their objective is doomed to be 

unattainable: they cannot express what they want to say. Thus, Auster employs a 

Derridean language that fuses with the unpresentable, Lyotard’s concept. In order to 

do something about it, Auster’s characters turn to the metaphor of hunger (Sorapure 

24).  

In The Art of Hunger, Auster explains that the art of hunger is the “(…) direct 

expression of the effort to express itself. In other words, an art of hunger: an art of 

need, of necessity, of desire” (18, my emphasis). So, art wishes to express itself, but 

this does not mean that the art of hunger is a presence – it is a form of the 

unpresentable and of desire. It links with Lacan as well as with Lyotard. It relates to 

Lacan because of the desire of the Other, and it tries to reach the Real. The art of 

hunger connects to Lyotard’s sublime, because it presents the unpresentable – it is art 

as an event.  

DeLillo is not far away from Auster’s art approach. DeLillo makes it clear that 

he prefers his novels not to be ‘consumed’ because it would mean that his fiction 

becomes a commodity, like common objects in the supermarket (Osteen, American 

Magic & Dread 191). Instead, he wants his novels to remain an event. Indeed, DeLillo 

is satisfied “(…) at not being widely read” (LeClair, Conversations 13). This view is 

supported by Fredric Jameson when he studies DeLillo’s novels: the “(…) profound 

vocation of the work of art in a commodity society [is] not to be a commodity, not to 

be consumed, to be unpleasurable in the commodity sense” (LeClair, In the Loop 15).  

Food and hunger are important keywords to Auster. Marco, the main character 

in Moon Palace, starves himself almost to death, and becomes a living skeleton; his 

father, Solomon Barber, suffers from obesity (59 – 69, 192, 229). Each one of them is 

looking for a son (in Barber’s case) or a father (in Marco’s case). It is a desire that is 

set in motion in the Lacanian sense. In the course of the novel, father and son will find 

each other, and Solomon turns out to be a pleasant man. Marco, however, is not quite 

convinced that Solomon is his father (286).  



In Moon Palace the main character is looking for his / an identity. When 

Marco inherits a suit from his uncle, this is viewed as a “(…) badge of [his] identity 

(…)” (15). So, Marco puts into practice what Derrida and Lacan have shown: identity 

is constructed and demonstrated through others. This happens again when Marco 

starts to wear a suit of a former caretaker of Thomas Effing (116). Thus, Marco takes 

a temporary identity from others. This is not the case with the former Julian Barber, 

the grandfather of Marco (125). Julian Barber vanished from the earth and was 

presumed dead (125). Thomas Effing, the former Julian Barber, discovers a cave 

when he wanders in the desert of Utah, wishing to paint landscapes. In this cave, 

Effing finds a dead man, and he decides to take the dead man’s place: “He would take 

on the hermit’s life and continue to live it for him, acting as though the soul of this 

man had now passed into his possession” (162 – 163). This leads to a new identity: 

“(…) he had found a new identity (…)” (163). Moreover, characters can be doubles 

from each other. This happens when Kitty, who becomes a lover of the main 

character, announces that Marco is her brother or twin (36, 39). 

Thomas Effing’s new name may be seen as Derridean and Lacanian. The 

name is a pun (137). Punning is important in Derrida’s thinking and methodology 

(Attardo 172). Thomas refers to Thomas Moran, a painter who paints landscapes of 

the west, but it is also the name of the dead man called Tom. When Thomas writes his 

name for the first time, he thinks of ‘doubting Thomas’, but the gerund replaces this 

and becomes ‘fucking Thomas’, so that his surname becomes Effing, “(…) the man 

who had fucked his life” (Auster, Moon Palace 180).  

Lyotard’s concept of the sublime is quite clear when Marco wants to tell his 

story. In accordance with Lyotard’s view, there will always be something in Marco’s 

story that cannot be presented. Marco does try, even though he knows his story will 

be misunderstood. “From this point on, the story grows more complicated. I can write 

down the things that happened to me, but no matter how precisely or fully I do that, 

those things will never amount to more than the part of the story I am trying to tell” 

(47). 

Marco is an orphan who lives with his uncle Victor, but Victor dies (2, 18). 

The fact that Marco and Kitty are both orphans (84, 267) may be linked to the theory 

of Derrida and Lacan; the father of writing is no longer present, but one can see him 

in traces. 



The references to the moon are almost endless: there is the Moon Palace, a 

Chinese restaurant in New York (16, 42, 93, 214), the band in which Victor plays, is 

called the Moon Men or Moonlight Moods (8, 11, 17), and the landing on the moon is 

seen by Marco and it is discussed (30, 36, 37). A painting called Moonlight by 

Blakelock in which a full moon appears (128, 131, 133), the word ‘lunatic’ turns up 

for either a madman or other descriptions, like a lunatic city (19, 103, 139, 204), a full 

moon is shining in a book written by Solomon Barber (255), and at the end of the 

novel, a full moon appears (298). Equally, numerous references to the west, to travels, 

to China, and to the Indians are scattered all over the text (7, 12, 31 – 32, 35, 69, 82 – 

83, 106 – 107, 115, 128, 135, 136, 144 – 145, 149 – 158, 160 – 177, 182, 252 – 255, 

280, 297, 298). Words like ‘moon’, and the other words mentioned here, are spread 

over the text in various phrasings, until their meaning is undercut. This is Derridean. 

It also refers to a postmodern term, dechiffrering. This term refers to a ‘central core’, 

but eventually it is loaded with several meanings, so much so that a central core does 

not exist anymore (Vervaeck 203). Examples of dechiffrering occur when one 

particular concept is constantly repeated, and at the end, the concept loses its 

meaning, like the above examples of Moon Palace perfectly illustrate.  

 White Noise plays with words, like Derrida’s and Lacan’s theories put. The 

repetition of “Who dies first?” (15, 30, 100, 102) becomes meaningless, until Jack 

learns that he has been exposed to Nyodene Derivative, a toxic product. The result is 

that Jack is scheduled to die (130, 141 – 142). Lyotard’s postmodern condition is 

embedded in White Noise, because knowledge has become a commodity: television 

and tabloids are the only sources of information, but this information is empty. The 

unconsciousness of Lacan’s theory appears in DeLillo’s White Noise. Language is 

connected to the sublime. This occurs, for example, when children are making 

utterances in their sleep or cry seven hours non–stop (154 – 155, 75, 79). Also, 

German language fascinates Jack because he barely understands it. It is mysterious to 

him (320). These occurrences are seen as mysterious and, at the same time, as 

something wonderful. I will turn to this theme in the next section because I want to 

discuss it more thoroughly. However, the sublime occurs without the mysterious 

language of wonder and dread in one scene. When the family members of the main 

character, Jack Gladney, see the airborne toxic event, they are speechless: “We saw a 

remarkable and startling sight (…). It was a terrible thing to see (…). But it was also 

spectacular, part of the grandness of a sweeping event (…). Our fear was 



accompanied by a sense of awe that bordered on the religious (…) so much larger 

than yourself (…)” (127).  

 

 

Baudrillard’s Simulation 

 

Baudrillard has become a postmodernist late in his career. Like Lyotard, he explored 

one critical perspective after another (Gane 113 – 114; Sarup 117). Baudrillard was a 

Marxist and a structuralist, but then he moved to critical cultural sociology (Gane 138, 

150). Baudrillard shares some views with Lyotard. Lyotard analyses the postmodern 

condition and the postmodern sublime. Baudrillard also shows concern with the 

postmodern condition, but in a different way.  

The notion of the simulacrum is central to Baudrillard’s thinking. Often, 

simulacra and simulation (or the hyperreal) are not well understood. As an example, 

Richard Smith uses the film The Matrix (the first and the second part), in order to 

understand the distinction between the ‘popular’ version of simulacra and the 

hyperreal. In both films, the real is hidden, and the world at the surface is an illusion. 

However, what Baudrillard’s theory does, is to create a non–representation or an anti-

representation, and a non–distinction between image and real (Smith; Bertens, The 

Idea 148). So there is no distinction between image and real as in The Matrix, because 

there is no pre–existing real. Thus, “(…) the simulacrum is not an illusion (…) a 

disguise, an idealism that denies reality, a replacement of the world by its image (…) 

a force that has (…) ‘taken-over’ reality. Simulation is not an imitation or distortion 

of reality (…)” (Smith). What is it, then? Smith gives an answer: “(…) the 

simulacrum is the loss of the possibility of reality through the exorcism of illusion” 

(Smith). Simulacrum is all there is. There simply is nothing to be revealed in 

Baudrillard’s concepts of the simulacra and the hyperreal.  

Richard Smith is not the only one who thinks that the writings of Baudrillard 

are misunderstood. Indeed, the way the real is understood is often problematic. The 

system is never entirely closed, but at the same time there is nothing outside of it. 

Thus, there are two ways in which Baudrillard talks about the ‘real’: an actual and a 

virtual one (Butler 17). There is a limit to simulation when it exaggerates. The limits 

of simulation make it possible and impossible at once, and this is what Baudrillard 

calls seduction. Simulation and seduction are related to each other – the inside is out, 



and at the same time the outside is in (Butler 19; Smith). Baudrillard’s work is not to 

be seen as a celebration of simulation and the end of the real, rather on the contrary: 

“(…) his problem is how to think the real when all is simulation (…)” (Butler 17).  

The first stage (or order) of the simulacra is the period from the Renaissance to 

the Industrial Revolution (Bertens, The Idea 150). Representations of the world 

looked as real, although they were not (Gane 159). Value, then, was ‘natural’ 

(Bertens, The Idea 150). The second order is ruled by the industrial era in which value 

is commercial, based upon exchange and mass production. The ‘natural’ is replaced 

by production. The differences between sign and reality, copy and original, resemble 

each other, unlike in the first order (Butler 37). The differences between original and 

copy are gone (Butler 38). For example, craftwork in the first order is exclusive 

(hence, natural), whereas in the second order craftwork becomes producible (Bertens, 

The Idea 150; Gane 159). The third order of the simulacra is controlled by the code. 

Thus, it is the order of the media that affects everything (Bertens, The Idea 150; Gane 

159). Information in the third order is overloaded and becomes hollow (Bertens, The 

Idea 151). Thus, meaning has become hollow because of the overload of information 

(Wilcox 347). Ganes speaks of virtualisation, and describes this last stage as 

postmodern (159, 161). The loss of the real is realised, which leads to the artificial 

revival of the real (Butler 42). This revival creates otherness and it leads to the further 

loss of the real (Butler 42). The system posits its other as real in order to exclude the 

real. A famous example is the analysis of Disneyland by Baudrillard: the world of 

Disneyland has become more real than the actual world (Butler 45).  

Thus, the first stage begins with the image as “(…) reflection of basic reality 

(…)”, and the last, the fourth, ends with the image of the simulacrum. The hyperreal 

is a reproduced real (Bertens, The Idea 151); “Whereas the real was produced, the 

hyperreal is reproduced” (Bertens, The Idea 151). The hyperreal is an intensified 

version of reality and therefore the original has lost the battle to compete (Barone 9).  

 

 

A Baudrillardean Auster and DeLillo? 

 

Baudrillard states that, in general, society does not react critically to the infinite 

circulation of products and goods. Rather, society consumes without further thought 

(Barone 9). To Baudrillard, simulation is within the system, and it is impossible to 



distance oneself from the world of simulacra because it is ingrained in society. 

Eventually, he says that simulation is an inside phenomenon (Butler 25 – 26, and 34 – 

35). There is nothing outside the play of simulations (Orr 67). Baudrillard was 

criticised: how can he describe this phenomenon of simulation as something that 

stands outside of it? Simulation is not an outside process, and therefore it is 

impossible to describe.  

Both Auster and DeLillo write critically and not ecstatically. Auster for 

instance uses concepts of Baudrillard to reveal in which way simulation, the 

hyperreal, and circulation may limit communication. Circulation refers to the 

discussion about the inside and the outside of simulation. By doing so, Auster wants 

to learn what the real indicates, and in what way one may know this real (Barone 9). 

Still according to Barone, Auster is critical about Baudrillard’s ideas, though, while 

DeLillo agrees with Auster, providing a critical distance in his novels too. According 

to Rettberg, DeLillo may be depicted as someone who diagnoses the temporary 

culture in the light of Baudrillard’s views. For Linda Hutcheon, (postmodern) art 

wishes to challenge the simulation process by questioning the idea of the 

representation of reality (Barone 10). Auster and DeLillo criticise both points of 

Baudrillard’s notion: while Baudrillard states that there is no critical distance to be 

achieved because of the circulation of goods, they prove they can do it and, hence, 

they challenge the concept of simulation itself.  

It is quite clear that Auster and DeLillo are critical of Baudrillard’s ideas. 

However, the ideas of Baudrillard seem more to emerge in DeLillo’s novels than in 

the fiction of Auster. I think this is linked to the fact that DeLillo is more concerned 

with the (non) representation in media than Auster. Auster creates a world of inner 

and outer space, but mostly it is about a character’s inner world (see Weisenburger 70 

– 79).  

One of the themes in DeLillo’s fiction is the loss of originals (Douglas 104). 

This is depicted in DeLillo’s characters. They are simulations of people, like the 

Father, as Lacan’s concept illustrates (Wilcox 360). These characters are overfilled 

with media images, and they act likewise (Douglas 105). “(…) DeLillo’s postmodern 

world is one of free-floating and endless simulacra, a meaning cut off from all bases” 

(Wilcox 358).  

 White Noise is a perfect example to test Baudrillard’s ideas. Jack is a 

professor who meets Murray, a new colleague. When Murray and Jack go to the most 



photographed barn in America, which is quite famous, they cannot see the real thing 

because they have seen signs of the barn on their way to it (12 – 13). The ‘real’ of the 

barn becomes inaccessible, because they only see its image. When the disaster of the 

airborne toxic event is seen as a real event, it is turned upside down, and the ‘real’ 

event becomes a simulated event. When Jack, who has been exposed to the toxic gas, 

hears what SIMUVAC means, he is surprised and says, “But this evacuation isn’t 

simulated. It’s real”, and the response is “We know that. But we thought we could use 

it as a model”  (139). From then on, characters are invited to do simulation drills (204 

– 207). When a simulation drill is done, three days later a ‘real’ event takes place: 

consequences of an ecological minor disaster are floating in the river. However, there 

is no sign of action by the government. “They’d taken part in the SIMUVAC exercise 

but were reluctant to flee now” (270 – 271). 

 When the toxic airborne event occurs, it is necessary that television or other 

media cover it. However, that does not happen. “There’s nothing on the network (…). 

Not a word, not a picture (…). No film footage, no live report (…). Don’t they know 

it’s real? (…) Shouldn’t we be yelling out the window at them, ‘Leave us alone, 

we’ve been through enough’ (…)” (161 – 162). Thus, when there is no sign of media, 

the event simply does not happen. This also occurs when an airplane almost crashes 

(90 – 92). Bee, a daughter of Jack, wants to know whether there are any media 

involved. To the answer “no”, she replies: “They went through all that for nothing?” 

(92). The characters wander in television moments, as for example when Jack feels 

that he has walked into a TV moment (244). Another example of this is when Babette 

sees her father: “She appeared to be doing an imitation of a gaping person” (247).  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

I may argue that Derrida’s theory about language is important for Auster. Derrida 

creates a gap between thinking and meaning, because of the inadequacy of language. 

The consequence is that glissement occurs. Auster’s characters are the victims of such 

gaps. The ‘absent father’ makes it possible for such gaps to occur, which correlates 

with Lacan’s and Derrida’s theory. Characters cannot attain a full personality and 

identity, which links to Lacan’s theory. Characters seek the forever-lost object of 

desire. Language connects to the sublime in Auster’s fiction and therefore characters 



present the unpresentable. This is depicted by (the metaphor of) hunger. So, Auster’s 

fiction relates in one way or another to theories by Derrida, Lacan, and Lyotard, as 

mentioned above. 

Auster and DeLillo are critical about the concepts proposed by Baudrillard. 

They could be said to discuss the inside and outside of simulation in a concrete way. 

Derrida’s theory functions less in DeLillo’s novels. However, the latter’s language is 

loaded with meanings that DeLillo dissolves by constantly repeating words to such an 

extent that they lose meaning and / or change of significance. This ties in with 

Lacan’s theory as well. The unconsciousness provides dread and wonder. In the 

postmodern sublime dread and wonder refer to an absent referent. DeLillo’s 

characters are simulations because of the omnipresence of the media. Because 

meaning becomes hollow in the third or / and fourth order of the simulacra, DeLillo 

dissolves meaning in the light of Baudrillard’s concepts. 

 It has become clear that Auster’s and DeLillo’s views have a lot in common 

with the theories of Derrida, Lacan, Lyotard and Baudrillard. The authors of Moon 

Palace and White Noise are in line with postmodern thought. Thus, it is possible to 

classify Moon Palace and White Noise within a postmodern category, as some critics 

state. However, my survey of literary categories and genres is not yet over. After the 

analysis of postmodern influences, I need to find out what other influences and 

characteristics Moon Palace and White Noise may offer, which would lead literary 

critics to doubt about the postmodern category of both novels.  

 



CHAPTER THREE 

 

American Approaches 
 

 

In chapter two I have dealt with poststructuralist and postmodern European (French) 

critical thinkers, and I concluded that both Auster’s and DeLillo’s novels show 

accordance with these postmodern thinkers. Some critics, however, have doubts 

regarding the classification of both novels within postmodernism. Where, then, would 

they classify Moon Palace and White Noise? My last chapter will continue with 

postmodern approaches from an American angle, to end with systems theory. I will 

examine two points: the postmodern American sublime that has links with 

Romanticism and the technological postmodern sublime, and the concept of systems 

theory. This will lead me to paying attention to some American literary traditions, 

such as space and dread, as well as to systems theory that is actually opposed to 

postmodern thinking. 

 

 

Postmodern Sublime 

 

The Romantic Sublime 

 

Space 

 

According to Brian Jarvis, the concept of space is strongly rooted in the American 

consciousness. The American national identity relates to, and even identifies with 

geographical identity (Jarvis 6). These geographical identities are ideologically rooted 

in history (2). The early explorers, like the Puritans, depicted the ‘New World’ with 

various meanings. Among these is the representation of the New World as Paradise. 

In other words, it has a religious connotation. The second view is business–like, and it 

considers the New World as the world of Plenty. The third view involves sublime 

terror: the New World is presented as a place of sheer Wilderness (2). Later on, the 

concept of “textualised spatiality” was launched, which means that writers, like 



Emerson for example, started to write about the American landscape and geographical 

identities (3, 4). In these stories, the Frontier becomes a major tool (5). 

In Auster’s Moon Palace the Frontier is crucial. According to Christian Seidl, 

the characters in Moon Palace are constantly confronted with the Frontier (Seidl 60). 

Thomas Effing creates the most conventional and mythical Frontier (62). When 

Effing arrives in Utah to paint, he experiences an enormous fear of losing himself – 

the space is too vast and it overwhelms him (Seidl 64; Moon Palace 152): “It’s all too 

massive to be painted or drawn (…)” (153). In other words, he suffers from feelings 

of the sublime. As a consequence, Effing cannot paint. Space becomes aesthetic in 

Auster’s novel because it links up with the American ideology of space. Thus, 

Auster’s novel shows features of an American sublime. So, I may conclude that Moon 

Palace connects the sublime to the Frontier. When Effing is living in the cave, he 

starts painting and uses all the canvases because he cannot see the vast sublime 

landscape – he cannot grasp the sublime and he works in the dark (Moon Palace 165 – 

167). This is Effing’s creativity (Seidl 66). 

Marco Stanley Fogg may have been named after famous (real or imagined) 

explorers, but his travels remain quite meagre. He wishes to seek his genealogy and 

his / an identity, rather than give in to travel itchiness (Seidl 67). Indeed, Marco’s 

Frontier remains imaginative: he has to turn to mental spaces (67 – 68). He explores 

the Urban Frontier, which is New York’s Central Park, with its harsh living 

conditions (Moon Palace 53). These lead Auster to write and Marco to say, “I was 

living proof that the system had failed, that the (…) overfed land of the plenty was 

finally cracking apart” (Moon Palace 60, my emphasis). Unlike Effing, Marco cannot 

be creative and unattached to material goods: money remains important to him (Seidl 

70). For example, when Marco sees a ten-dollar bill at his feet, he perceives it as a 

genuine miracle (Moon Palace 50). The Urban Frontier is an artificial construct, 

unlike the Frontier of the West (Seidl 72). Effing was able to create a new life and 

identity because he lost all connections to his former life. This is not the case with 

Marco who remains quite uncreative. Even though Marco is asked to write the story 

of Effing, there is little creativity involved: he only writes down what Effing tells him 

(Moon Palace 137). Marco even asks for a tape recorder in order to reproduce 

Effing’s words as truthfully as possible (159). Seidl concludes that the Urban Frontier 

diminishes creativity because of the daily restrictions of capitalism (Seidl 75). 



When Effing comes to Utah to paint, he describes his experiences like in a 

Wild West film. Effing and his friend Edward Byrne need a guide, and this guide, 

Jack Scoresby, turns out to be a stereotype of men in the Far West (Moon Palace 147 

– 148). Scoresby makes the two men’s lives miserable (151), and at one point the 

story of Effing becomes spectacular. When Byrne’s horse falls off a cliff, Byrne is 

fatally injured. When Effing wants to take care of Byrne, Scoresby points his gun at 

Byrne and Effing, in order to leave the former (to die) (153 – 154). Scoresby does 

leave them, and Byrne indeed dies (156). All this suggests a very classical Wild West 

story. 

Auster uses the Frontier in several ways. The story of Effing has much in 

common with a Western or a Wild West film. Auster makes it clear that the Frontier 

of the West is almost a simulacrum. But Effing succeeds after all. However, the 

experiences of Marco at the Urban Frontier in comparison with Effing’s encounters 

are a failure – Marco cannot succeed as Effing had done. What is the message of 

Auster? I would suggest that he mocks the ideological idea of the Frontier. Several 

scenes of the novel may support me here. Effing claims that he socialised with the 

Hudson River School, a group of painters who were specialised in depicting the wild 

landscapes of the American West (Seidl 62). There is a picture of this painting school 

in Marco’s room in Effing’s apartment, which depicts a mythical scene (Moon Palace 

104). Marco thinks it represents a lovely scene. Another picture, the painting of 

Blakelock, ‘Moonlight’, is thoroughly studied by Marco (133 – 135). Again, the 

painting depicts an American idyll. But when Marco looks closer and sees the date, he 

realises that “(…) this picture was meant to stand for everything we had lost (…) it 

was a memorial, a death song for the vanished world” (135). According to me, the 

Frontier is based on American myths and does not want to acknowledge the horror 

when the early Americans came to live in ‘the land of the plenty.’ Indeed, both 

paintings depict the decay of civilisation (Seidl 62 – 63). 

While Auster transposes the history of the Frontier of the West to the present-

day Urban Frontier, DeLillo uses the Frontier implicitly. Auster connects space to 

characters (Marco in Central Park or Effing in Utah), while in DeLillo’s White Noise 

space and body are not fused – they are interrelated. 

In this sense, Auster may be connected to postmodern geographical mappings. 

Nothing is fixed in postmodern geographical mappings of space, landscapes or place 

(Jarvis 6). I would argue that Auster uses a fixed connection between space and 



characters. Postmodern cartographies or imaginative mappings connect space to 

bodies. These are called ‘corporeal cartographies’ (9), to which Auster may be linked. 

This fusion with body and geography is called implosion. Bodies fuse outside (the 

world around) and inside (the thoughts of characters) with each other (Vervaeck 77, 

79). The consequence is that the boundaries between the outside and the inside 

collapse (196). The result is that there is a fusion of non–identity and identity: bodies 

fuse with landscapes, like Effing does in Utah (Moon Palace 80).  

The immediate, daily-life surroundings are the most important spaces in White 

Noise. When Jack teaches, he normally wears a traditional gown and a pair of dark 

glasses (White Noise 9, 17, 32). By doing so, he feels like an important person in the 

academic field. However, in the supermarket he bumps into a colleague of his, and he 

is ‘exposed’: Jack wears casual clothes. The colleague comments on Jack’s clothes in 

a rather negative way: “You look so harmless, Jack. A big, harmless, aging, indistinct 

sort of guy” (83). When Jack hears this, he feels very low (82 – 83). I think this scene 

is important, because it underlines the transition of spaces: from the academic space 

into the casual home and supermarket space.  

Attempting to recover from the insult, Jack goes shopping with his family 

(83). The supermarket creates a bond: “My family gloried in the event. I was one of 

them, shopping (…)” (83). However, the supermarket and the act of shopping create 

only a temporary good feeling, because after shopping the family members want to be 

alone (84). In fact, the space of the supermarket is dangerous, as is illustrated by an 

elderly couple, brother and sister, who were lost in the supermarket and had to spend 

nights there. They were confused and frightened (59), and eventually the woman died 

of fear (99). So, the space of the supermarket has several functions, including the 

magical and dreadful. 

 

Magic and Dread – The Question of Language 

 

There is a critical discussion about DeLillo’s use of mystery in language. According 

to Tabbi, Kant’s sublime in nature is replaced by technology and science, especially 

in American literature (Postmodern Sublime ix). Tabbi considers DeLillo as a 

postmodern writer. To him, magic and dread are part of the postmodern sublime 

because they refer to an absent referent. Words cannot express the magic and the 

dread (Postmodern Sublime 170 – 171). Tabbi’s explanation fits White Noise, 



because the characters in White Noise cannot grasp the ‘language’ of magic and 

dread. I share his view, although I would like to discuss one aspect on which I do not 

agree with Tabbi: the language of magic and dread of the children in White Noise.  

To Paul Maltby, the language of DeLillo is unpostmodern (260). Maltby deals 

with ‘visionary moments’, listing three postmodern characteristics (258). The 

credibility of visionary moments is undercut by the postmodern point of view because 

of the approach of metafiction. This is the first characteristic (258). For instance, 

Wordsworth wrote about his visionary sublime moments, whereas postmodern writing 

is likely to undercut such visionary moments by using metafictional strategies. The 

second characteristic is that a visionary moment may hold the ‘last truth’. In the light 

of poststructural theory, logocentrism is the name of such a visionary moment 

because it refers to the ultimate truth – the visionary moment is a presence (259). The 

last characteristic is linked to the possibility of a visionary moment as such in 

contemporary culture. Bearing in mind Baudrillard’s simulation, it is possible that the 

visionary moment can only be present in the hyperreal. Thus, these truth claims of 

postmodernism are antimetaphysical: the visionary moment is exposed as a literary 

convention, as a logocentric delusion, and as a hyperreal construction (259). Maltby 

argues that DeLillo is unpostmodern because he creates a metaphysical point of view 

in his novels. In the light of visionary moments, DeLillo has more in common with 

the Romantic sensibility (260).  

When DeCurtis interviewed DeLillo, the latter said that children have a direct 

contact with a kind of natural truth (Introducing DeLillo 64). I would like to elaborate 

on this. An often-commented scene of White Noise is the scene in which Jack hears 

Steffie, his step–daughter, talking in her sleep. He wants to know what she says. 

“Moments later she spoke again (…). a language not quite of this world (…). She 

uttered two clearly audible words, familiar and elusive at the same time, words that 

seemed to have a ritual meaning, part of a verbal spell or ecstatic chant. Toyota 

Celica” (White Noise 154 – 155). According to Maltby, it seems that DeLillo mocks a 

typical visionary moment: Steffie says something that is not genuinely profound; she 

only utters a banality. But would this be mockery? When Jack realises that it is merely 

a name of a car, he does not reject Steffie’s utterances. On the contrary: “The truth 

only amazed me more. The utterance was beautiful and mysterious, gold-shot with 

looming wonder (…). Whatever its source, the utterance struck me with the impact of 

a moment of splendid transcendence” (White Noise 155). It does not matter whether 



the name of the car refers to a commodity, it matters that it is conceived of as 

something that is mysterious (Maltby 261).  

DeLillo wants to “(…) seek out transcendent moments in our postmodern lives 

(…)” (261). According to Maltby, there are two levels in DeLillo’s language. At one 

level he offers concrete consumer information, like the names of brands and products 

(White Noise 289, 15, 39, 52, 100, 159, 167, 199, 231, and 303). The other level is 

more profound, providing deeper meanings, namely visionary moments (Maltby 266), 

which are exclusively in relation to children. This sequence of thoughts resembles the 

Romantic notion that children are more perceptive (than adults) regarding mysterious 

language (267). For example, the crying of Wilder, the youngest child, seems to be 

one of the moments of visionary experiences (Bonca 467 – 468). “The Romantic 

notion of infant insight, of the child as gifted with an intuitive perception of truth, sets 

DeLillo’s writing apart from postmodern trends” (Maltby 268). It is quite clear that 

postmodernism denies such insight. Indeed, some critics reject the idea of epiphany in 

postmodern literature (Barrett 109). Maltby concludes that DeLillo writes about the 

postmodern condition of our times, but that does not make him a postmodern writer. 

Even though there is irony in his writings, his metaphysical point of view does not 

undercut it (Maltby 275). 

Maltby provides another example of the Romantic sublime, that of the sunset 

(270). Yet, not everyone agrees with Maltby. John Frow sees the sunset as a 

postmodern sublime instead of a Romantic one (Introducing DeLillo 175). Laura 

Barrett shares this point of view (110). There were glorious sunsets before the 

airborne toxic event (White Noise 22, 61), and after the latter occurred, the sunsets are 

even more beautiful (227). So, this has no connection with a Romantic sublime, but 

rather with a technological postmodern sublime.  

I agree with Frow and Barrett about the postmodern sublime in White Noise. 

However, I agree with Maltby when he states that DeLillo relates to the Romantic 

idea of language more than to that of the postmodern. How are these concepts, which 

seem to be the opposite of each other, to be combined? Eberhard Alsen may help 

here.  

Alsen proposes that there are two trends in postmodern writing: one that is 

realistic, and the other romantic. He argues that literary critics largely ignore the 

romantic trend (Alsen 2). This is because critics focus on those novelists who tend to 

write nihilist stories. Alsen thinks this is a rather limited point of view. He believes 



that the trend in postmodernism is romantic (2). Whereas realist-writing is grounded 

in philosophical materialism because of its focus on form, romantic writing relates to 

the nineteenth-century romance, and this kind of writing is rooted in philosophical 

idealism (2). The realistic trend in postmodernism is characterised by sociological 

themes, representative characters instead of extraordinary ones, and the absence of the 

supernatural or fantastic; all of which seems to relate to the realistic mode of 

modernism more than to that of postmodernism (13).  

One of the characteristics of Romanticism or of romantic postmodernism is 

the belief that the spirit outlasts the physical world. The physical world is only 

temporary (14). Also, romantic writers and romantic postmodernists agree with the 

idea of ‘organicism’ (15). All creative works of art are from an external nature, but 

creativity is also to be found in people and, more particularly, writers. This is the view 

of Schlegel (17). Thus, a work of art is organic in shape, but that shape has to be 

created by an effort of the artist: “(…) it is this kind of organicism, this balanced view 

of the work of art as a result of both unconscious and conscious activity, that we find 

most often among the romantic postmodernists” (17). In order to make his argument 

solid, Alsen uses Nathaniel Hawthorne, a nineteenth-century writer, with whom 

romantic postmodernists have the most affinity (20).  

Alsen provides the reader with a couple of characteristics of romantic 

postmodernism. Because their view of life is philosophically idealist, that is, reality is 

that of ideas rather than of matter, this view has consequences: belief in an organicist 

view and the inspiration of a work of art (24). One of the themes is transcendence, and 

another is the (an) order in the universe behind seemingly chaotic appearances. One of 

the references of romantic postmodernists is to the nineteenth-century romantics. 

They make use of extraordinary characters and strange incidents. Narrative 

development is usually simpler than it is complex, and gives the impression of an oral 

narrative. The first or third person tells the story, and multiple narrators are quite rare. 

The feelings and thoughts of the characters are important (24).  

How does this fit in with Auster’s and DeLillo’s novels? According to Alsen, 

Auster’s work matches with romantic postmodernism (23). The characteristics of 

romantic postmodernism seem to be echoed in Moon Palace. This appears in the 

belief that the universe creates a pattern of order. At first glance, it seems that Moon 

Palace is a chaotic novel built up by chance, an important keyword for Auster. The 

main character, Marco, learns that Effing and his father, Julian Barber, are following 



more or less the same path when they look for identity, creativity, and genealogy. The 

proof of transcendence or the sublime is present in Moon Palace when Effing is 

confronted with it in Utah (152 – 153). Auster refers to the nineteenth-century 

romantics (Hawthorne is mentioned on page 140). Moon Palace shows curious 

characters, of which the main character Marco is perhaps the best example. He wants 

to starve himself to death in Central Park, and he goes crazy at one point (53 – 69). 

One has the feeling that the narrator Marco tells a story that is inclined to be more oral 

than written. For example, Marco warns the reader that the story becomes more 

complicated (47). Because Marco is the only one in the novel who narrates, there are 

no multiple points of view.  

Would this list of characteristics apply to DeLillo’s White Noise as well? 

After all, DeLillo may fit the romantic postmodern scene too. There is one narrator, 

Jack, who tells the story. Transcendence and the sublime are presented in the 

language of the children and in the technological means. The differences are that Jack 

is an ordinary man, and that White Noise never refers to nineteenth-century 

romantics. There is a pattern of order, but it is a technological order. When Jack wants 

to draw money from his bank account, he feels blessed that there is a system in 

control (47). So, it could well be that DeLillo connects to realistic postmodernism, 

which believes in materialism (matter is the only truth) and in entropy (the universe is 

disordered, and disintegration is the only pattern that one can see) (Alsen 262).  

 

 

Systems Theory 

 

In his conclusion, Alsen connects realistic postmodernism to that of entropy. Entropy 

is one of the characteristics of systems theory. According to Tom LeClair, DeLillo is a 

systems novelist: he argues that DeLillo is not a postmodern writer at all, but a 

systems theorist (In the Loop xii). If his work would have to be classified in terms of 

modernism and postmodernism, then DeLillo would have to be characterised as a late 

modernist (9). LeClair explains why systems theory and postmodernism are almost 

opposites of each other (9). Postmodernism is defined as a deconstructive line of 

thought, and it does not apply to the fiction of DeLillo (9). In order to understand this 

properly, I need to know what systems theory is. LeClair answers this question by 

providing six points (9 – 12).  



The first point is how novelists react to present-day society. The specialisation 

and at the same time alienation of knowledge, the growth of information and 

communications, the overwhelming presence of the media, and the reduction of 

messages into commodities are concerns of systems theory. Also, geopolitical crises 

with regard to energy and the exchange of goods, information, and money, and the 

awareness that the environment is threatened, are linked to systems theory (9 – 10). 

The second point deals with novels. Critics complain that systems novelists lack 

ideas. What critics talk about is literary ideas. In fact, systems novelists provide 

scientific ideas as well as literary ideas (10). The third point deals with themes that 

relate to modernism. That is, systems theory deals with multiplicity, simultaneity, and 

uncertainty but on a larger scale than modernism. Systems theory looks at socio-

politics. Systems theory makes it possible to have an open system, unlike 

postmodernism that suggests exhaustion. Exhaustion means that postmodernism talks 

about deconstruction; systems theory, however, is more flexible. The fourth point of 

systems theory moves beyond modernism, but at the same time confirms modernism 

in terms of plot and character. The ‘systems man’ (this could be a character in a novel 

or the author) is in tune with his environment (for instance when talking about 

ecological issues). The fifth point deals with the possibilities of systems theory with 

regard to abstract macro systems and to concrete micro systems (for example, the 

ecological disaster in general, and Jack’s dying in particular). Postmodernism only 

deals with fragmentation, according to LeClair (11). The last point deals with the 

masterpiece. Postmodern writers turn to short stories and parodies, whereas systems 

theory has an alternative. On the one hand, systems novelists may write a 

‘masterpiece’, on the other hand, systems novelists (as well as systems theory) realise 

that there are limitations to their literary ambitions in terms of language, meanings, 

and interpretations (11). This is in contrast with postmodernism and the use of 

communication means: indeed, postmodernism is certain about its uncertainty, and 

media transform ideas into commodities (12). Whereas these systems novelists are 

able to ‘master’ a novel with complex ideas, they challenge common ideas.  

These characteristics seem to fit smoothly with White Noise. The media are 

omnipresent in the novel. Television and radio are constantly interfering with the 

characters’ conversation. For example, when the characters are talking, a voice on the 

television says: “Now we will put the little feelers on the butterfly” (96). This, again, 

happens with the radio (270). A crucial scene in the novel concerns the toxic airborne 



event (109 – 163). As emphasised by systems novelists, the environment is 

threatened: the characters are confronted with a national disaster, and at the same time 

Jack is struggling with his mortality: it is a macro and at the same time a micro event. 

Ecology is one of the major points in the novel, but technology is its most powerful 

element. Technology surrounds the characters all the time: waves, radiation, or sounds 

from supermarkets, television, radio, washing machines or other household 

appliances. Even death produces sounds (198). In short, technology is everywhere in 

the novel. It is not a tool of man, but it overwhelms man and becomes powerful – like 

the airborne toxic event.  

According to Tabbi, Auster can be seen as a systems novelist too (see 

Cognitive Fictions). Tabbi argues that Auster is a novelist who deals with 

‘autopoiesis’ (xxii). Autopoiesis is a term from systems theory. Novels that are 

depicted as journals are systems of notation. When the narrator rereads what is being 

written, she or he becomes an observer of her or his system. This notation system, 

however, becomes complex in that the narrator is not able to control that complex 

system (xxii). When the narrators realise that they have created a closed system of 

notation, they create a new system that adjusts that closed system. The distinction 

between writer and observer, and between writing and system collapses because the 

writer becomes an observer of his or her own work (xxii). This is the concept of 

autopoiesis, a concept that is self–enclosed and self–producing (xxii). For example, 

self–consciousness about language is one of the themes in autopoiesis (4). In other 

words, everything that is self–reflective is being examined.  

I wonder whether systems theory corresponds to Moon Palace. It does, for 

example when Marco writes that he is making up his story: “If life is a story (…) and 

each man was the author of his own story, then I was making it up as I went along. I 

was working without a plot, writing each sentence as it came to me and refusing to 

think about the next” (Moon Palace 41). When his uncle Victor says that the initials of 

Marco Stanley (M.S.) stand for manuscript, it suggests that every man may be the 

author of his life (7). At the beginning of the novel, Marco summarises what will 

happen in the course of the novel (1). But after a short while, Marco warns the reader 

that the story will become complicated (47). So, the main character rehearses 

sentences, forms arguments, and warns about misunderstandings in the text. When 

Marco gets to know Thomas Effing, he is asked to write Effing’s life story. Marco 

writes it down in the very novel one reads. He gets a typing machine (160), and so 



Marco writes the story (124 – 129, 137 – 158, 160 – 186). The narrator Marco 

interferes with the story of Effing when he comments on his own situation in Central 

Park (161), and on his life in a cave at Central Park (179). So, the narrator Marco 

comments on his own story and on the stories of others. This is the concept of 

autopoiesis.  

 
 

Conclusion 

 

The sublime appears in the American tradition of space, frontier(s), and the search for 

a better life, which is embedded in American culture and literature. Thus, Moon 

Palace shows that it is possible to have a novel about the dismantling of the myth of 

the Frontier, which at the same time deals with autopoiesis. White Noise may well 

deal with the postmodern romantic sublime, and with the Romantic notion when 

talking about children’s language, but this novel may also be situated within systems 

theory, which is totally opposed to postmodernism. Thus, it seems that the 

postmodern approach, other approaches, as well as the systems–theory approach 

concur with Moon Palace and White Noise. This may be a tough issue with regard to 

genre theory. It will be the object of my general conclusion.  

 



GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

 
The starting point of my thesis was that literary critics classify Moon Palace and 

White Noise in quite different ways. Some of them point at clear postmodern traits in 

the novels, referring to postmodern authors and ideas. The extent to which the two 

novels show postmodern features differs, and I will deal with this below. Other critics, 

however, refuse such postmodern connotations, and stress the American (literary) 

tradition or the link with systems theory in the two novels. To them, postmodern 

theory is superfluous in respect to both novels. Systems theory opposes in particular 

to postmodernism. In my Introduction I asked whether it is possible to approach 

novels with such widely diverging views that lead to different and indeed contrasting 

classification. Before entering this, I must stress that critics of both ‘camps’ do not 

engage in a debate with each other. 

Genre appears in two ways in my thesis: within and beyond Moon Palace and 

White Noise. ‘Within’ refers to the way Auster and DeLillo make use of well-

established genres, and ‘beyond’ refers to the labelling of both novels by literary 

critics. This appearance of genre in my thesis (the ‘within’ and the ‘beyond’) seems to 

merge when literary critics stress that the playing with genres may be viewed as a 

postmodern trait, which would make particularly White Noise postmodern. With 

regard to the classification of Moon Palace and White Noise in traditional genres, I 

proposed Bildungsroman and disaster fiction respectively, but this is inadequate. 

Equally, adding the adjective ‘postmodern’ to both labels would be far too deficient 

(and to some, unacceptable). My aim, however, was not to put a label on Moon Palace 

and White Noise. 

In my survey of classifications and in chapter three, I notice that Moon Palace 

and White Noise might concur with both systems-theory and a postmodern approach. 

I ended the conclusion of chapter three by drawing attention to the implications this 

may have with regard to the genre of both novels and with regard to genre theory. In 

the first chapter of my thesis, I paid attention to genre theory. According to a 

traditional view, genres are fixed and respond to a clear set of characteristics. Thus, a 

novel may be labelled as a western, a thriller, a comedy et cetera. However, 

contemporary genre theory pays attention to ‘generic codes’ or ‘old’ and ‘new 



horizons’, and it stresses the flexible categorisation of novels. Literary critics as well 

as common readers play an important role in this flexible categorisation, according to 

shifting horizons and reading experiences. Genre, thus, is under constant discussion 

and change. This means, for instance, that it is possible to view a novel as avant-garde 

in a particular period, whereas two decades later the same novel may be seen as an 

obvious Bildungsroman. 

Different views on a novel may occur throughout time, but, according to 

contemporary genre theory, different views may also occur within the same time 

period. If anything seems possible according to genre theory, what is the relevance of 

the notion of genre? The playing with genres by Auster and DeLillo, in fact, answers 

this question. Both authors use genres that are clearly recognisable (the old horizons 

and codes apply), and they modify and melt these to launch new horizons and codes. 

These writers create and mould genre characteristics. Without knowing these genres, 

critics and readers would be at a loss. So, genres do matter. Thus, contemporary genre 

theory is relevant because it emphasises the difficulty of genre making, the 

classifications of genre, and their flexibility. 

 According to many critics of Moon Palace, Auster is close to the concepts of 

Derrida and Lacan, but less to those of Baudrillard, which show postmodern 

characteristics. Auster seems rooted in American literary thought, as his attention to 

the ‘Frontier’ has made clear. He ridicules this distinctive genre, like he does with the 

pìcaro. However, Auster may be linked to systems theory as well. I thus may 

conclude that both postmodern traits and systems theory are applicable to Moon 

Palace. Unlike Moon Palace, DeLillo‘s White Noise plays with various genres. His 

novel is more explicit in tending to conform to a postmodern approach. Indeed, it is 

hard to deny the influence of Baudrillard in White Noise, which means that White 

Noise has more in common with postmodernism than Auster’s novel. However, it also 

appears that systems theory is much more present in DeLillo’s work than in Auster’s. 

His novel applies to all characteristics of systems theory.  

So, where does this lead me? I may conclude that Moon Palace and White 

Noise defy literary criteria, posing problems to their classification into established 

genres, challenging the very concept of genre, and teasing literary critics who 

desperately wish to grab both novels. Although Auster and DeLillo do not care much 

about genres, classifications or labels (as clearly appeared in Barone’s interview of 

Auster), readers and critics do care: they are arguing about who is right. However, 



critics and readers fail to see that both approaches are well suited to analyse the two 

novels. Although postmodern and other approaches differ in many aspects, it is 

possible to find characteristics of both approaches in Moon Palace and White Noise. 

According to me, it is much more valuable to compare both approaches instead of 

arguing whether systems theorists or postmodernists are correct in their analysis. 

Classification of both novels may be problematic, but that does not mean that 

classification is pointless. In fact, on the contrary. The possibility to analyse a novel 

from various points of view is inspiring because it opens one’s eyes for new insights, 

leads to discover a different reading, and may finally contribute to a richer literary 

experience.  
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