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ABSTRACT 

The central concern in my dissertation is how current 

theories of rhetoric and social construction are made 

manifest in three of Don DeLillo's novels: Libra, White 

Noise, and Ratner's Star. Libra demonstrates how the 

historical figure Lee Harvey Oswald and the events 

surrounding the assasination of John Kennedy are socially 

constructed by media imagery and the ambient texts of 

American culture. White Noise is an extension of Libra in 

that it details how the discourse of American consumer and 

political culture construct our sense of self and our 

relationship to others in our society. Ratner's Star can be 

read as a systems novel that demonstrates how the fictional 

artifices of mathematics are analogous to the systems of 

thought based on discourse that are found in the 

metalinguistic formations of science in our civilization. I 

rely heavily on the theories of Michel Foucault to 

demonstrate this, and supplement Foucault's thinking with 

the work of philosophers such as M.M. Bakhtin, Thomas Kuhn, 

Richard Rorty, and composition theorists such as Kurt 

Spellmeyer. Don DeLillo's novels can also be used in the 

field of composition as they are excellent exemplars of 

contemporary discourse theory, and in an appendix, I provide 

a sample assignment description and a student rhetorical 



analysis of university discourse that is augmented by 

insights gained from reading White Noise. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Michel Foucault argues that the underlying structures 

of human consciousness can be better understood if we 

examine the role metalinguistic structures or epistemes play 

in our thinking. At the base of all of his archaeology are 

demonstrations of how language cannot be an effective tool 

for communicating the absolute definitions of and the 

relationships between objects in the world because language 

by its very nature builds an artifice that obscures and 

blocks any real vision of the "order of things." What 

Foucault wants us to eventually see is a world that "is", as 

opposed to a world that exists for our organizing projects; 

any attempt to organize the world obscures the world. 

The novels of Don DeLillo are singularly representative 

of the kinds of organizing discourses that can create and 

obscure a world. Not only does DeLillo take time out in the 

run of his plots to omnisciently explain the basis of his 

poststructuralist notions of discourse, the very language of 

his novels nicely convey the distance between the words we 

use and the objects we try to understand. And the seemingly 

chaotic yet strangely unified patterns his novels follow 

possess "their own musical structures" that read as a "realm 

of order in which all hitherto discordant things fall into 

place as past and present conflate" (Aaron 80). DeLillo's 



ordering of disorder mirrors the tenuous nature of our own 

awkward efforts to make sense of things. 
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Because Don DeLillo's novels so neatly embody much of 

the poststructuralist discourse that serves as the basis for 

much theoretical discussion in the field of rhetoric and 

composition, I contend that they can be used in the 

classroom as heuristic devices to allow students a better 

sense of the opacity of language. 

In the first chapter, I discuss the theories of Michel 

Foucault and describe how they will be used for the purposes 

of this project. I also show how the ideas of other 

theorists of language and composition such as M.M. Bakhtin, 

Thomas Kuhn, Richard Rorty, Kurt Spellmeyer and Giambattista 

Vico can augment Foucault's thinking. 

Perhaps the most postmodern aspect of Don DeLillo's 

Libra is the struggle of the characters to make their lives 

separate from the world that is constituted by powerful 

people and sweeping movements. In the second chapter, I 

demonstrate how the characters in this novel are trapped in 

the belief that all that is important are the images and 

ideas portrayed by the media. The most notable example of 

this is the social construction of Lee Harvey Oswald; 

DeLillo's pseudo-biography allows us to see how the 

difficulties Oswald endured and the texts that filtered 

through him composed him. Like Foucault's texts, which are 



11 

written in a frenetic, roughhewn sort of voice where 

activity as opposed to ideas is important, Libra similarly 

offers an energetic reading of the way the various forms of 

communication affect us. 

The salient feature of White Noise is the leveling of 

what Paul cantor calls our "authentic selves." I show in 

chapter three how we can fall prey to the authority of 

texts. DeLillo's White Noise is an extension of Libra in 

that it details the texts of American consumer and political 

culture and the effects they have on all of us. Jack 

Gladney, the character that the text of America percolates 

through, is closer to us than Lee Harvey Oswald, who lived 

during a time when information was not so ever present as it 

is now. Because of the sheer volume of information and the 

uniform manner of the way it is presented (i.e., disasters 

and sporting events are presented on television with the 

same degree of drama), one kind of information is not 

privileged over another. 

In the fourth chapter, I show how the fictional 

artifices of mathematics in Don DeLillo's systems novel 

Ratner's star are analogous to the systems of thought based 

on discourse that are found in the metalinguistic formations 

of science in our civilization. I rely primarily on Michel 

Foucault's work in his archaeology of ideas to provide an 

enhanced understanding of DeLillo's effort to "weave this 



secret life of mankind into the action of the book in the 

form of a history of mathematics" (Anything 86). 
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I am attracted to the novels of Don DeLillo because I 

think they provide a sound hypothetical base for study in 

the field of rhetoric and composition; they present systems 

of thought that are based on all orders of intellectual 

structures in our society, and, at the same time, they 

illustrate the opacity of the metalinguistic constructions 

that these systems are based on. In the appendix of this 

work I discuss how the theories of Bartholomae, Petrosky, 

Porter, and Raymond can be used in conjunction with 

DeLillo's work to teachers of composition and rhetoric. I 

also provide a sample assignment and a student rhetorical 

analysis of the discourse of the university 

DeLillo's novels are also important because they so 

ably convey the play and sway of language in our culture to 

people who are not equipped with the philosophical 

background of contemporary rhetoric. with this ability, a 

wider array of people in our society will be able to better 

understand the nature of discourse in their own lives, and 

to understand the prevailing institutions of our society. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 

13 

In this dissertation I use theories now considered 

important in philosophical, literary, and composition 

studies to show how Don DeLillo demonstrates that the 

authority given to present systems of thought in our culture 

is based on discourses that shape our thinking. By drawing 

attention to the discursive nature of the different 

communities of characters within his works, DeLillo 

demonstrates how even non-discursive structures are tied to 

language. I will illustrate the value of reading DeLillo's 

novels because they so ably convey in a concrete manner the 

importance of many of the ideas embodied in social 

constructionist thinking. I will also demonstrate how these 

ideas can serve to inform composition studies. The novels I 

will be primarily concerned with are Libra, Ratner's star, 

and White Noise. 

In this chapter I present the theoretical basis for the 

chapters to follow. First there is the description of the 

basic focus of my overall project, then I illustrate the 

more elemental features of Michel Foucault's theories of 

discourse and how they relate to similar theories of other 

philosophers and language theorists, past and present. 

Following this is a general discussion of how these concepts 
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enhance our understanding of the relationship of the writer 

to writing. 

Tom LeClair places DeLillo's work with the work of 

Robert Coover, William Gaddis, and Thomas Pynchon, writers 

who write "systems novels." What they are most concerned 

with is the way we generate systems of thought, and then 

become consumed by the systems and are not able to see the 

way things might work outside of these systems. There have 

been formations of thought throughout history that people 

have adhered to in a reductionist manner, but these 

novelists are concerned with the recent acceleration in the 

development of information systems and the specialization of 

knowledge that can enhance our understanding of the ways 

things work, and alienate us from our environment, people 

around us, and ourselves. Some of the abstractions 

generated from these developments are modern geopolitical 

formations, economies based on international trade, and 

ecological hazards that can only be grasped with an 

environmental calculus built on coefficients that range the 

entire planet. 

"Systems people" are not so much those who are in 

control of the world as traditional protagonists are, but 

people who filter the texts of the world through their 

separate consciousnesses. They are the center of 

communication and energy, and through their consciousnesses 



15 

we catch a theoretical glimpse of the way the world acts on 

all of us. Their actions are more a function of their 

socially constructed reality; and with DeLillo's characters, 

this construction is built on linguistic entities that are 

community-generated and community-maintained. DeLillo's 

texts are rife with examples of intertextuality. At times 

the author's psychological portraits of his characters and 

the often laconic dialogue between them demonstrate his 

concern with the manner in which fragments of texts 

structure their epistemologies; DeLillo's characters are 

montages of texts and this is made manifest in their 

thoughts and words. 

Porter distinguishes between two kinds of 

intertextuality that can be seen in DeLillo's work. 

"Iterability" refers to the repeatability of fragments of 

discourses that existed before and that come together to 

form later texts. Bill Clinton's inaugural address was 

intentionally written in a manner that conjured up 

discursive imagery similar to the imagery in John Kennedy's 

inaugural address. "Presupposition" asks a reader to make 

inferences about the referent and the context of a statement 

that is not explicit; the reader is able to infer from a 

statement what has to be in place in a situation for the 

statement about it to make any sense. "Casey is getting 

married this summer" asks the reader to assume that Casey 
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exists, that his fiancee exists, that they have already 

decided to get married before this sentence was uttered, and 

that they have probably been courting for some time. All 

information will demand an inference of some sort. The 

reports of Mike Tyson's exploits in the ring versus his rape 

trial bring entirely different presuppositions. In the ring 

his violence makes him rich and admired. In a hotel room in 

Indianapolis with an eighteen-year-old Black Miss America 

contestant, his violent act makes him into a monster. In 

fact, he is more of a monster than most other rapists 

because of his power and position. 

DeLillo's novels are tightly knit intertextual 

structures, and they compel the reader to examine the role 

of language that constitutes them. The social 

constructionist position has it that all the texts of our 

society have the value they do, not because each individual 

is able to imbue an utterance with meaning, but because of 

the interdependence of individuals and their coordinated 

efforts to communicate. 

an ineffective signal. 

A signal sent and not received is 

A requited signal, one that is 

understood and responded to, is granted the status of 

language. 

If it is not individual "IIIIS who create relationships, 

but relationships that create the sense of "I," then" 



I" cease to be the center of success or failure, the 

one who is evaluated well or poorly, and so on. 

Rather, "I" am just an I by virtue of playing a 

particular part in a relationship. (Gergen saturated 

157) 

Subjects are granted status only when they can offer and 

understand iterable and presuppositional texts that are 

accorded value in the discourse community to which they 

belong. The constructions in DeLillo's texts and the 

relationships that they demonstrate between people and 

objects can be greatly enhanced from a Foucaultian 

perspective. 

Foucault gives credit to Kant as being the first 

philosopher to understand man's limited ability to define 

himself in relation to the world around him. 

17 

The Kantian critique . . . . sanctions for the first 

time that event in European culture which coincides 

with the end of the eighteenth century: the withdrawal 

of knowledge and thought outside the space of 

representation. That space is brought 

into question in its foundation, its origin and limits: 

and by this very fact, the unlimited field of 

representation, which Classical thought had 
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established, which Ideology had attempted to scan in 

accordance with a step-by-step, discursive, scientific 

method, now appears as a metaphysics. (Order 242-43) 

In what Foucault calls the Classical Age (the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, which most historians call The Age 

of Reason), man believed that language was transparent, that 

God gave man language to describe the differences and 

similarities among things so he could perfectly arrange and 

thus understand the order of things. But because he 

believed that our knowledge to an oppressive degree is a 

product of certain a priori conditions--forms that inhabit 

our minds that filter and order by making synthetic 

judgements about the empirical data we receive from the 

outside with our senses--Kant argued that our metaphysical 

ideas about the foundations of our existence are faulty. 

Saussure continues as an accomplice by dethroning 

language when he points out that the relation between the 

signifier and the signified are arbitrary. Linguists can 

point out different structures that constitute languages, 

but they cannot tell us what language allows us to see 

accurately because our knowledge of the world is constituted 

by the order of words. Foucault echoes Nietzsche in his 

belief that the beginning of speech was the beginning of the 

accumulation of different things or referents under the same 
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name or signifier. The force of this practice was to focus 

our attention on the diminishing possibility o~ recognizing 

differences in things and between things. To parse the 

universe with a one set of words, to define a set of objects 

in one way, keeps us from seeing the interstices of the 

universe--other spaces and other objects--not defined by 

language. Nietzsche railed against this habit of seeing 

IIsomething strange . reduced to something familiar ll 

because it comforts us: 

Look, isn't our need for knowledge precisely this need 

for the familiar, the will to uncover under everything 

strange, unusual, and questionable something that no 

longer disturbs us? Is it not the instinct of fear that 

bids us to know? (The Gay Science 301) 

Different objects are not defined by their positive nature-

by what they IIreally arell--but by their differences, by 

what they carve out and hold in place relative to one 

another. Language is a medium that obscures as well as 

constructs. Moreover, language is and it also thinks; man 

is not the ruler of language, only the medium. Thus one of 

the great ironies of man's existence, according to Foucault, 

is that he is incapable of seeing the order of things 

because of his propensity to order things. Language can 
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only express a limited amount of things, and therefore our 

thinking is limited: all that we can possibly know cannot be 

known because language only allows us to make a few rare 

statements: 

This rarity of statements, the incomplete, fragmented 

form of the enunciative field, the fact that few 

things, in all, can be said, explain that statements 

are not, like the air we breathe, an infinite 

transparency. . Because statements are rare, they 

are collected in unifying totalities, and the meanings 

to be found in them are multiplied. (Archaeology 199-

200) 

Language neatly parses the universe in a way that gives us 

the feeling of control over it. Foucault thus sees language 

as a repressive institution that keeps us from understanding 

all the things that it cannot adequately convey given its 

present net of words and the syntactical structures that 

arrange these words into identifiable constructs of meaning. 

Foucault's "archaeology" that he attempts to establish a 

theoretical machinery that exposes this phenomenon 

"primarily [through] the play of analogies and differences" 

(Order 160). 
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This perception of the same in the different is the 

basis for so much of his early archaeology. All structures 

of thought--myth, religion, science, philosophy--rely on the 

ability of language to name and order things. These 

structures of thought are based on what Foucault calls an 

"episteme", the prevailing foundation of discourse tha6t 

propels the "thinking" of an age. For example, the history 

of living forms in the natural history 

of the Age of Reason was based on the visual ordering in 

tables. This was predicated on the belief, first fashioned 

by the Port Royalists, that language was the temporal 

ordering of thought. Thought itself was not believed to be a 

temporal entity; thought was organic, mushed together, 

something that existed behind the eyes of a subject as a 

distinct, instantaneous, happening-all-at-once entity. 

Language was believed to be the analysis of thought and the 

subsequent placing of words into an order that produced 

sentences that were eventually placed into paragraphs, 

essays, and books that explained the ideas of the writer. 

This "profound establishment of order in space" (Order 83) 

emphasized the visual "order of things," thus instituting in 

the field of natural history the practice of similarly 

ordering plants and animals along the continuum of the 

table. Here, the morphological structures that could be 

seen on these life forms--the shape of the neck, the 
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relative size of the leaf compared to the stem that attaches 

it to the stalk--were examined and used to show how species 

were similar or different from one another. 

In Foucault's essay "What is an Author?", he rejects 

the idea of the author's authority because any attempt to 

explain ties the explainer, the author, the subject, to the 

limits of language. Discourse provides a medium of 

explanation in the way that I am trying to explain the ideas 

in this dissertation (the ideas of others that were 

constituted by the ideas of others), but at the same time, 

my ability to explain things is constrained by the very 

nature of discourse. Foucault likens this to a 

mathematician who "discovers" a "new" mathematical entity 

but who is led to that entity by a prescribed method of 

mathematical tricks and equivalences that existed prior to 

the mathematician's attempt to resolve a problem. 

Mathematical theorems always refer back to their own logical 

order and are independent of any outside force that makes 

them do anything different than their preexisting logic 

would allow them to report. The "author" in this case is 

"situated in the field of already existing or yet-to-appear 

mathematical discourses" (Language 130). Working in concert 

with this idea, Foucault holds that when we attempt to find 

the origin of a new idea, one is forced to admit that what 

one is doing is inherently contradictory since any 
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similarity of a new idea to its origin automatically 

discounts the idea as new. Similarities between new ideas 

and old ideas tell us that new ideas are only, at best, 

derivations from old ideas. A mathematician in many ways is 

constituted by the logic of math that he learned from 

others. While he cannot understand math without possessing 

the feeling that his manipulations make him the authority, 

his authority is limited by his interpretation of an object 

already interpreted. As a train cannot proceed down a set 

of tracks that are not already laid down, so the 

mathematician can only arrive at an answer that is "waiting" 

for him at the end of a long line of equal signs. 

The traditional method of historical inquiry asks that 

historians find trends and underlying universals in all new 

discoveries that in some way or other are indebted to an 

original idea that preceded an age. History is seen as 

gentle slope moving upward through time where all ideas have 

their antecedents. Archaeologists see this activity as an 

artificial categorization that puts the different into the 

same. 

To seek in the great accumulation of the already-said 

the text that resembles "in advance" a later text, to 

ransack history in order to rediscover the play of 

anticipations or echoes, to go right back to the first 
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seeds or go forward to the last traces [is the work of] 

historians who refuse to grow up. (Archaeology 144) 

Given the zeal embodied in much of Foucault's discourse, he 

seems to bask in the idea that history cannot be understood 

as a progression of ideas that change in an ordered fashion: 

For the archeology of knowledge, this profound breach 

in the expanse of continuities, though it must be 

analyzed, and minutely so, cannot be 'explained' or 

even summed up in a single word. It is a radical event 

that is distributed across the entire visible surface 

of knowledge, and whose signs, shocks, and effects it 

is possible to ~ollow step by step. Only thought re

apprehending itself at the root of its own history 

could provide a foundation, entirely free of doubt, for 

what the solitary truth of this event was in itself 

(Order 217-18). 

The fact that these breaches are total gives Foucault's 

ideas the status that they have today. Foucault's notion of 

history demands that we go back and deconstruct the 

histories of the nineteenth century that emphasized the 

notion of continuity. It also is rather an exotic idea 

because it demands that we face up to the potential of 
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"thought reapprehending itself at the root of its own 

history," an infinite conundrum that is resonant with the 

thought of Nietzsche. Archaeologists see history not so 

much as an evolution of thought to be neatly tied together, 

but as a history that is marked by ruptures and fissures 

between ages (or epistemes) with no ties between them. 

It has been asserted by traditional historians that the 

tables constructed by both schools of thought in the 

Classical Age were precursors to the thinking of Darwin; 

there is a short distance between the concept of evolution 

and the idea of "visible" continuity suggested by the 

classifying schemes of the scientists of the previous age. 

Foucault's response to historians who wish "to rediscover 

the play of anticipations or echoes" between the epistemes 

in the classical and modern ages is that there was a primary 

rupture, a discontinuity, between the two ages as the use of 

time was enlisted as a factor in determining the differences 

between organisms by the evolutionist. 

It will be seen how superficial it is to oppose, as two 

different opinions confronting one another in their 

fundamental options, a 'fixism' that is content to 

classify the beings of nature in a permanent 

tabulation, and a sort of 'evolutionism' that is 

supposed to believe in immemorial history of nature and 



in deep-rooted, onward urge of all beings throughout 

its continuity. (Order 150) 
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For Foucault, the most interesting part of the 

linguistic operation with the Port Royal Grammarians is the 

connection between the idea of the objects and the analysis 

of the idea. The analysis of the grammar needed to convey 

the idea of the object is where the re-presenting of the 

thought takes place. Foucault shows that they failed to 

incorporate into their model the idea that language 

represents the totality of thought in a segmented sequence: 

"General grammar is the study of verbal order in its 

relation to the simultaneity that it is its task to 

represent" (Order 83). A sentence represents thought in the 

sense of establishing it in an order of space and time. A 

thought occurs simultaneously. Its character is amorphous 

and complete and without a beginning or an end. Thus, 

language could not properly convey thoughts. And because 

different languages convey thoughts in different orders, 

this suggests to Foucault that IIlanguage is always interior 

to representation" (84), and therefore incapable of being 

entirely transparent. 

On a visual and systematic level, there were strains in 

the Classical episteme that could be seen as arising out of 

the same concerns brought out above at the linguistic level. 
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As the practice of nomination (the naming of objects) became 

more complex, it became more difficult to ascertain the 

specific characteristics that were needed to place an 

organism on a table in a contiguous relation to other 

organisms. The character of animals became more amorphous 

and incomplete when it became obvious that for every 

physical similarity that described the relationships between 

samples that were to be studied and classified, there were 

many more differences that became "visible" because of the 

attention to visual analysis. Animals with similar 

morphological structures might be able to fit neatly into 

the a natural historians scheme of things, but there were 

glaring differences that could be seen when two animals were 

placed side by side on a table--a table that approximates 

the periodic tables chemists use today--that read left to 

right and top to bottom like the pages of books that tried 

to capture the reasoning of scholars. Natural history was 

not reading like the sentences the Port Royalists were 

trying to prescribe. 

with Cuvier, a contemporary of Darwin, an organism 

derives its essence not in relation to the visible 

significations it bears that relate it to other organisms a 

taxonomic table, but from the relationships that exists in 

its "internal darkness, the less and less visible, 

into the dimension that eludes perception" (Order 267). 
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cuvier emphasized the relationship between the internal 

organs of a single organism and how they function with one 

another to allow it to breathe, digest, and supply itself 

with the energy it needs to operate externally in the 

environment it exploits. The living beings of the age are 

now analyzed in a way that produces theories that show how 

they are able to take the physical substances outside their 

skins and metabolize them within in order to live. Hence 

the study of natural history, the attempt to establish the 

relationship between organisms to determine their essential 

essence, gave way to the biology, the study of life. 

The advent of this protobiochemistry demanded that the 

notion of time and change be fitted into the equation. Not 

only did the timing of biochemical reactions become an 

important concern, the idea that animals changed throughout 

the course of their own individual lives and were thus 

always changing added to the decommissioning of Classical 

thinking; there was no steady-state entity in the natural 

world that possessed a nature that could be arrested, 

analyzed, and placed on a table relative to other animals. 

Instead, 

the living being wraps itself in its own existence, 

breaks off its taxonomic links of adjacency, tears 

itself free from the vast, tyrannical plan of 



continuities, and constitutes itself as a new space. 

(Order 274) 
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Any time there is a contradiction in thought during an 

age that cannot be resolved, traditional historians tend to 

demonstrate that the same ideas were at work between two 

schools of thought, ideas unrecognized by the different 

parties, or that the two schools of thought reflect a more 

fundamental conflict that existed throughout the age. As 

opposed to a historian of ideas, an archaeologist tries to 

demonstrate how the metalinguistic nature of the episteme of 

the age could allow for two different interpretations. 

For archaeological analysis contradictions are neither 

appearances to be overcome, nor secret principles be 

uncovered. They are objects to be described in 

themselves, without any attempt being made to discover 

what point of view they can be dissipated, or at what 

level they can be radicalized and effects become 

causes. (Archaeology 151) 

In the Classical Age, the practice of the "nomination of the 

visible " detailed above produced two methodical variations. 

The first was called "the system" and it was distinguished 

by its attention to only a few characteristics of a primary 
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species and then these characteristics were compared to 

other species to determine the nature of their genus. This 

method was used by Linnaeus as he concentrated on the 

structures of a plant involved with the production of 

fructose. The virtue of this technique was that it allowed 

for a better description of those species that belong 

adjacent to one another on a table, but it was arbitrary and 

kept scientists from "seeing" other morphological 

characteristics that might allow for larger inclusions of 

species in the same genus. The other practice--practiced by 

Adanson--was called "the method," and it incorporated a 

myriad of structures found on many different species and 

then trying to organize them on a table. There was no 

primary species in the system and this enabled botanists to 

describe the ties between larger families of organisms in a 

more general way because the points of character that had no 

apparent relevance to the primary species, points that would 

have been thrown out, were instead incorporated into the 

equation. Both practices were products of the belief that 

language could produce a "field of visibility" that depended 

on the same belief in the transparency of the sign. There 

is really no difference in the metalinguistic construct of 

consciousness that produced these two particular systems of 

classification. 

Foucault's ideas about the discourse driven metaphysics 
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were predated by vico. vico's principle of verum factum 

holds that civil history and culture is made manifest in a 

body of myths that mirror the world in a way that ultimately 

reflect the workings of the human mind. His reasoning was 

that because these entities were invented by the human mind, 

they could be examined and understood by the human mind. 

These "secrets" were of a different quality than those of 

the physical world, a world not invented by the mind and 

therefore beyond of the realm of human understanding. 

The myths born of human imagination later on become a 

template, a structure placed on the world by the mind that 

channels the way the mind thinks: "So that, if we consider 

the matter well, poetic truth is metaphysical truth, and 

physical truth which is not in conformity with it should be 

considered false" (205). This mind-world equilibrium not 

only shows the dynamic between the mind and the referents 

that it targets, manipulates, and is manipulated by; its 

existence suggests to the scholar of prehistory that the 

myths of the ancients can be analyzed in a way that will 

provide a glimpse at the most important historical events of 

the age. 

The myths that evolved during the age of theological 

poets, the first age in vico's tropological history, were 

seen as allegories of the civil histories of the age: 
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Vulcan (who here must also be plebeian), attempting 

to interfere in a contest between Jove and Juno, is 

precipitated from heaven by a kick of Jove and is left 

lame as a result of it. This must refer to a struggle 

by the plebeians to secure from the heroes a share in 

the auspices of Jove and the solemnized marriages of 

Juno, in which, having been worsted, they came out 

lamed, that is, humiliated. (650) 

In this situation, vico sees a myth being born out of a 

political struggle between the haves and the have-nots. 

There must have been at least one dramatic attempt at 

wresting power in this society for this myth to have been 

generated. After the myth's formation, it takes root as a 

plausible story that properly portrays, to the theological 

poets, the general power relations of civil power. It 

becomes a perfect exemplar of what is natural and true, a 

comforting generalization as "The human mind is naturally 

impelled to take delight in uniformity" (204). This is not 

to say that primitive man was able to design abstractions 

that are on par with the modern intellectual abstractions. 

Primitive man created "imaginative universals" that "are 

mythical because there is no clear distinction is made 

between the universal ideal type and the particular 

individual who exemplifies it" (Bidney 273). What primitive 



man imagines is concrete. There is a material body called 

Jove who makes the sound of thunder when he is angry. Man 

should learn to recognize this thunder when he hears it 

because it is a clear physical sign of God's feelings. 
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vico's first age of the gods began when aborigines 

began to use their onamathetic power to name things in their 

world in relation to what they knew about themselves. As 

the sound of thunder closely approximated the sound a human 

being made when he was angry, thunder is associated with 

anger. The first language for men is a language of the all 

powerful Jove, "who meant to tell them something by the hiss 

of bolts and the clap of thunder" (377). Nature was alive 

and begging to be interpreted by man. Nature could be 

understood as the language of Jove, and it was to man to 

figure this language out, to name things in a way that 

allowed him to decipher the thoughts and desires of God. By 

taking the most sensible manifestations of God, thunder, and 

associating it with a less sensible abstraction, the anger 

of God and the psychological underpinnings of this anger, we 

have metonymic sUbstitution. with these substitutions, 

language grew as more Gods were added to explain nature. 

Ancient cultures moved from a monotheism to polytheism as 

the evolution of human culture demanded a wider array of 

significations to explain the nuances of the reflective 

power of man. 
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The "poetic logic" of this age saw imagination and 

representation as complementary activities; to imitate 

nature, men had to fantasize and then name. This process 

created the need for philosophical poets who "understood the 

language of gods expressed under the auspices of Jove; and 

were properly called divine in the sense of diviners, from 

divinari, to divine or predict" (381). 

However, because of these metonymical significations, 

man's anthropomorphic naming keeps him from understanding 

things outside of his own thoughts: 

The physics of the ignorant is a vulgar metaphysics by 

which they refer the causes of the things they do not 

know to the will of God without considering the means 

by which the divine will operates. (182) 

The effect of thunder was attributed to the cause of anger 

because man sensed this as part of his own nature. But 

thunder was louder than a human cry, thus providing an 

essential difference between man and the God that must have 

produced the sound to tell man that something was bothering 

the Almighty. Man stood in fear of his own extensions, and 

thus, was essentially estranged from himself. They were 

afraid of the potential anguish an angry God could inflict 

on them. 
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Foucault's Renaissance episteme was based on the notion 

of resemblance and it is analogous to vico's metonymic 

reduction. Because God wanted man to understand nature he 

provided "signatures" to allow him to understand the 

"similitudes" or resemblances between things. For instance, 

Foucault calls attention to the logic behind the medicinal 

use of the walnut as a cure for "wounds of the pericranium." 

God had left a signature on the walnut; because walnuts look 

like the human brain, a Renaissance physician would reason 

that an extract made from walnuts would cure a patient with 

a neurological disorder (Order 27). Knowledge of the world 

resides in the ability to recognize signs. Signs, or words 

used to depict phenomena in nature, were not separate 

entities or artifices but part of nature itself, 

ontologically interwoven into the texture of the universe. 

The universe was folded in upon itself: the earth 

echoing the sky, faces seeing themselves reflected in 

the stars, and plants holding within their stems the 

secrets that were of use to man. Painting imitated 

space. And representation--whether in the service of 

pleasure of knowledge--was posited as a form of 

repetition: the theatre of life or the mirror of 

nature, that was the claim made by all language, its 

manner of declaring its existence and of formulating 
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its right of speech (Order 17). 

This tropological operation is akin to the "poetic logic" 

embodied in vico's simple metonymy. As the notion of anger 

was devined in thunder by vico's theological poets, the 

Renaissance's Adam devined the essence of nature by doing 

"no more than" to read "those visible and silent marks of 

nature" and translate them into a language that was an act 

"of declaring its existence and formulating its right of 

speech" (Order 38). 

similarly, the underpinnings of discourse and the 

methodological practices that they allow are discussed by 

James Kinneavy in A Theory of Discourse. without referring 

to a metalinguistic structure that underlies scientific 

discourse, he does suggest a need to understand the 

relationship between "reference discourse" and how it 

relates to the formation of scientific communities and their 

operations: 

A topic about which information is desired can be 

considered to have a context of possible factual 

expectancies--the average reader interested in such a 

topic would presumably want certain implicit questions 

about the topic satisfactorily answered. These 

expectancies constitute the "universe of discourse" 
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about the topic. When they have been adequately 

covered, information about the topic can be considered 

to be comprehensive. (133) 

Perhaps he was influenced by Thomas Kuhn, who similarly 

describes the scope of thought or "paradigmll--comparable to 

Foucault's episteme--extant in a scientific community. Kuhn 

goes into some detail to suggest that there is something at 

work beneath the thinking of any group of scientists who 

agree on a methodology that can be used to explore the 

perplexing structure of nature: 

Though many scientists talk easily and well about the 

particular individual hypotheses that underlie a 

concrete piece of current research, they are little 

better than laymen at characterizing the established 

bases of their field, its legitimate problems and 

methods. If they have learned such abstractions at 

all, they show it mainly through their ability to do 

successful research. That ability can, however, be 

understood without recourse to hypothetical rules of 

the game. (structure 47) 

What Kuhn calls "normal science," the science that uses the 

existing and agreed upon procedures to answer the kinds of 
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questions and produce results that are deemed appropriate 

within the context of the reigning paradigm, can go on 

without the scientists's realizing what is really at base in 

their assumptions and beliefs. Kuhn points out, as does 

Foucault, that there are major rifts within scientific 

communities that are caused by different approaches to 

language. When this happens, he suggests that each 

scientist from his or her community should "try to discover 

what the other [a scientist from another community] would 

see and say when presented with a stimulus to which his own 

verbal response would be different" (202). 

Kuhn sees great value in the establishment of paradigms 

that fall into the category of normal science. They allow 

a scientist to look at nature and test with great 

precision, and, more importantly, it provides a scientist 

with a theoretical base, a set of hypotheses, to reason 

from. without these hypotheses, scientists would not know 

what to test for or how to interpret their results. They 

would be theoretically blind and all the data they might 

procure would allow them the teleological comfort that 

paradigms provide. 

Scientific revolutions ensue after the master paradigm 

is incapable of predicting results. Usually a new paradigm 

that is accepted by the community is able to predict 

answers for a period of time and therefore, it remains 
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unchallenged. What is most ironic about a paradigm that 

comes under fire is that after its initial success, it 

eventually reveals a body of data that sets up its demise. 

Advances in instrumentation, coupled with a growing body of 

anomalies or unexplained results, eventually create the 

tension among scientists, both intellectual and personal, 

that create the need for a new model. Because the 

knowledge of the paradigm's predictive power and because of 

the ever increasing accuracy of the new generation 

instruments that are used to test its limits, the scientists 

know with great certainty when the paradigm has fallen 

short. They know with precision that their instruments are 

correct and they know that they have been correctly adapted 

to testing even the paradigm's most far-reaching tendrils. 

Kuhn describes the changes between communities as a re

education to the point of adopting a "new gestalt" (112). 

For example, there was a dramatic gestalt switch following 

the change from the Aristotelian to the Newtonian concept of 

material bodies: 

To say that a stone fell because its "nature" drove it 

toward the center of the universe had been made to look 

a mere tautological word play, something it had not 

previously been. Henceforth the entire flux of sensory 

appearances, including color, taste, and even weight, 



appearances, including color, taste, and even weight, 

was to be explained in terms of the size, shape, and 

motion of the elementary particles of base matter. 

The attribution of other qualities to the elementary 

atoms was a resort to occult and therefore out of the 

bounds for science. . . . During the last half of the 

seventeenth century many scientists preferred to say 

that the round shape of the opium particles enabled 

them to sooth the nerves about which they moved. 

(structure 104) 
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scientists who do not do work within the gestalt of a 

paradigm have at best, great difficulty getting their work 

accepted. Gregor Mendel was the germinator of genetics and 

thus an architect of a new gestalt. He looked at criteria 

such as the color and shape of leaves and then applied the 

statistics of standard deviation to suggest the existence of 

objects--genetically transmitted traits--that were hitherto 

unknown. 

But it was precisely because Mendel spoke of objects, 

employed methods, and placed himself within a 

theoretical perspective totally alien to the biology of 

his time. . • . Mendel spoke the truth, but he was not 

dans Ie vrai (within the truth) of contemporary 
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biological discourse: it simply was not along such 

lines that objects and biological concepts were formed. 

Mendel was a true monster, so much so that 

science could not even properly speak of him. (Foucault 

The Order of Discourse 224) 

For Kuhn, each scientific paradigm shared by a 

scientific community is based on four socially constructed 

criteria. First, every community member believes in the 

same "symbolic generalizations." The mathematical entity 

F=ma (force equals mass times acceleration) suggests more 

than that there are three variables that are accepted as 

important physical measurements entities important to a 

scientific community. The belief that this equation can be 

manipulated algebraically and that the values derived for 

"f," "m", and "a" can be inserted into other equations is 

indicative of the symbolic logic accepted and used in the 

puzzle solving operations of modern physics. Every community 

also has a set of "shared commitments," or a belief in 

heuristic or ontological models that furnish the group with, 

among other things, the type of metaphors and analogies that 

can be accepted. In the example above, Aristotelian 

mechanics found that movement of material bodies could be 

explained by referring to their "nature," as if material 

bodies had a magnetic attraction to what was understood as 
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"the center of the universe." The "shared values" of a 

community, the third criterion, describe among other things 

the psychological threshold that must be crossed before the 

scientists in the community agree that there is a IIcrisis ll 

in their discipline. They can also describe something as 

straightforward as the argument IIscience should (or need 

not) be socially useful ll (185). And shared lIexemplars" in a 

community of scientists are the agreed upon examples and 

"problem-solutionsll--the laboratory exercises and homework 

or exam questions used in the education 

of students (187). 

Kuhn's notion of history of revolutions in science is 

similar to Foucault's theory of history. Both philosophers 

believe that there are profound differences in successive 

paradigms or epistemes. As Foucault stresses the IIrupture" 

and "discontinuityll between successive ages of thought, Kuhn 

refers to the lIincommensurable ll differences between 

different scientific schools. They can also be compared in 

that they challenge the traditional notion that history is 

contiguous and ontologically developing throughout time. 

Kuhn asserts that the reworking of history by traditional 

historians makes revolutions lIinvisible,1I and this 

invisibility is made manifest in textbooks. 

Textbooks . . . being pedagogical vehicles for the 
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perpetuation of normal science, have to be rewritten in 

whole or in part whenever the language, problem

structure, or standards of normal science change. 

and, once rewritten, they inevitably disguise not only 

the role but the very existence of the revolutions that 

produced them. (structure 137) 

Both Kuhn and Foucault draw our attention to the invisible 

rifts between different epistemic epochs in history and are 

aware of some of the practices, such as the rewriting of 

textbooks, that disguise these rifts. Foucault is much more 

concerned with the affects of these practices--whether they 

are intended or inadvertent--because they enhance the 

position of the powerful. 

While Foucault's analysis of the flux in discursive 

formations is a formalization of the linguistic mechanisms 

that explain just how the savoir of a time, the historical s 

priori, allows a community of speakers to say what they say 

seems to suggest that we are trapped within our words, it 

has been suggested by a number of critics (Blair, Cooper, 

Megill, Rorty, Spellmeyer) that this concept of the will to 

power underlies Foucault's primary project. 

Blair and Cooper see Foucault not so much as an "anti

humanist," but as a philosopher who is wary of any 
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"privileged ideal" (158). Their work is in reaction to 

Michael Fisher's condemnation of Foucault's alleged anti

humanism, and the main line of their argument is that Fisher 

favors some kind of discourse that suggests the notion of an 

"ideal state." Foucault, however, is determined not to 

suggest a discourse that would work to achieve such a state, 

but instead, he is only concerned with asking questions 

about the discursive formation that any state might be 

predicated on: 

I have never tried to analyze anything whatsoever from 

the point of view of politics, but always to ask 

politics what it had to say about the problems with 

which it was confronted. I question it about the 

positions it takes and the reasons it gives for this; I 

don't ask it to determine the theory of what I do. 

(qtd. in Blair 158) 

While this might sound nihilistic to those unaware of 

Foucault's theory of the statement, Blair and Cooper assert 

that what Foucault is trying to do is find a place where the 

subject can be seen as a "rhetorical being," a subject who 

is immersed in discourse that "resides in the world of the 

human agent" (161). Megill sees Foucault in a similar 

light, but he offers the caveat that while the awareness of 
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one's discursive formation is a liberating project, it can 

also imprison those practitioners who transgress the limits 

of a discursive formation and, after a while, become caught 

in the "other" different discursive forma"tion. 

Given the enslaving tendencies of all thought, all 

interpretation, all discourse, and all language, one is 

infinitely justified in opposing these orders. One 

does this not in the name of a better order, but 

because opposition is the only choice, aside from the 

absolute passivity, that one has. Foucault thus opts 

for a peculiar brand of permanent revolution--permanent 

because it seeks to realize no image of an ideal 

society. (Prophets 198) 

Foucault does suggest that there might be some daylight 

between the notion that man is incapable of being anything 

other than a pawn in the play of significations and the 

future of man. There is a suggestion that the awareness of 

his finitude might grant us some semblance of understanding 

for our place in the order of things, even if deconstructing 

orders and origins seems to be his primary mission. 

Is it the task ahead of us to advance toward a mode of 

thought, unknown hitherto in our culture, that will 



make it possible to reflect at the same time, without 

discontinuity or contradiction, upon man's being and 

the being of language? --If that is so, we must take 

the very greatest precautions to avoid anything that 

might be a naive return to the Classical theory of 

language. (Order 338-9) 
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While Rorty tells us that all Foucault has to offer are 

"brilliant redescriptions of the past, supplemented by 

helpful hints on how to avoid being trapped by old 

historiographical assumptions," Foucault does do what 

"philosophers are supposed to do" by "reaching for 

speculative possibilities that exceed our present grasp, but 

may be nevertheless our future" ("Foucault" 47-48). And in 

much the same way that Foucault challenges philosophers, he 

also provides us with a theory of discourse that allows us 

push our students in a way where they can "exceed [their) 

present grasp." 

In his essay "Foucault and the Freshman Writer," 

Spellmeyer uses Foucault to challenge the assumptions of 

theorists who "invest discourse with a static consistency, a 

one-sidedness which prevents beginning writers from 

perceiving the eventful character of language" (717). As 

Stewart and Spatt see it, students who work hard at the 
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their writing tasks will eventually acquire the skills that 

allow them to write in a fashion that is "natural and 

automatic" and with "complete honesty" (qtd. in Spellmeyer 

717). Spellmeyer asks that we have a greater awareness for 

the discursive formations that contain us, or as Foucault 

asks us that in our role as authors, we need to be aware 

that 

the essential basis of writing is not the exalted 

emotions related to the act of composition or the 

insertion of a subject into language. Rather, it is 

primarily concerned with creating an opening where the 

writer endlessly disappears. (Language 116) 

Because of this, the "I" in us can only speak when we can 

"resist and renegotiate the terms of our participation" in 

discourse (Spellmeyer 718), or as Foucault asserts, to 

transgress the limits of discourse in a manner that 

demonstrates to us that there is something "other" that we 

never suspected. 

Transgression . . . is like a flash of lightning in the 

night which, from the beginning of time, gives a dense 

and black intensity to the night it denies, which 

lights up the night from the inside, from top to 



bottom, and yet owes to the dark the stark clarity of 

its manifestation, its harrowing and poised 

singularity; the flash loses itself in this space it 

marks with it sovereignty and becomes silent now that 

it has given a name to obscurity. (Language 35) 
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This is why Foucault champions such writers as Sade and 

Nietzsche who use language to undermine the sovereignty of 

the reigning discourse. In Sade's case, his "language of 

sexuality" was the "flash of lightning in the night" that 

signaled the death of God. This is not to suggest that a 

legion of atheists where able to provide unequivocal logic 

or evidence that God does not exist, but that Sade's writing 

about what was not written about before suggested "a name to 

obscurity" previously undefined and unknown, thus "denying 

us the limit of the Limitless" where "nothing may again 

announce the exteriority of being, and consequently to an 

experience which is interior and sovereign" (Language 32). 

What Spellmeyer wants us to do with students is to give 

them some sense of how the cliches and "common sense" 

formations that "their" prose contains and is contained by 

keeps them from realizing the "I" of their own subjectivity. 

Of all discourses, academic discourse is singularly 

seductive because it affects a style that is so clinically 

objective and precise that it conceals "those transgressions 



which are essential to learning as they are to the 

formations of new knowledge" (Spellmeyer 718). 
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To understand the hold academic discourse and other 

discourses have on us, Rorty advocates this brand of 

"critical thinking" when he describes this practice as the 

"playing off alternatives against one another, rather than 

playing them off against criteria of rationality, much less 

against eternal verities" in a quest for greater edification 

(Mirror 11). Not only does Rorty suggest that "edification" 

can stand for a more interesting way of speaking and 

listening by tuning in to different cultures or disciplines 

with different vocabularies and syntaxes, edification can 

also consist of, 

the "poetic activity of . . . [our] attempts to 

reinterpret our familiar surroundings in the unfamiliar 

terms of our new invention. In either case, the 

activity is. edifying without being constructive--

at least if 'constructive' means some sort of 

cooperation in the accomplishment of research programs 

which takes place in normal discourse. For edifying 

discourse is supposed to be abnormal, to take us out of 

our selves by the power of strangeness to aid us in 

becoming new beings (Mirror 360). 
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Knowing the strange discourses that make up the text of our 

lives is just this sort of "edifying discourse." To know 

them is to write them. To put ourselves in the place of a 

subject who must produce an edifying discourse asks that we 

think about ourselves, our audience, and our relation to the 

medium of discourse in a manner that we have not thought 

about before. Bakhtin similarly tells us that this process 

can make us aware of the admixture of texts or voices that 

are exterior to us that populate our own discourse. 

The importance of struggling with another's discourse, 

its influence in the history of an individual's coming 

to ideological consciousness, is enormous. One's own 

discourse and one's own voice, although born of another 

or dynamically stimulated by another, will sooner or 

later begin to liberate themselves from the authority 

of the other's discourse. This process is made more 

complex by the fact that a variety of alien voices 

enter into the struggle for influence within an 

individual's consciousness (just as they struggle) with 

one another in surrounding social reality. All this 

creates fertile soil for experimentally objectifying 

another's discourse. (Dialogic 348) 

The core of Mikhail Bakhtin's work was in opposition to 
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the structuralists' focus on langue, the particular rules of 

a language, and that made it possible for something to be 

said and understood. To Saussure, the linguistic value of 

an utterance was determined by the social convention of a 

language, and the attempt to understand language's ability 

to actually explain the way the external referents relate to 

one another and to the subject was suspended. Here, the 

internal relations of different parts of a language are key, 

not what objects the language are supposedly referring to. 

The word, breaking through to its own meaning and its 

own expression across an environment full of alien 

words and variously evaluating accents, harmonizing 

with some of the elements in this environment and 

striking a dissonance with others, is able, in this 

dialogized process, to shape its own stylistic profile 

and tone. (Dialogic 277) 

Where Bakhtin differed from Saussure and the structuralists 

was in his belief of the dynamic quality of language where 

meaning depended on a myriad of factors. The belief that a 

system of signs could be isolated and studied 

synchronicalfY, as a complete crystalline edifice isolated 

at a point in time, fell to the idea that the meaning of a 

statement could only be understood by understanding the 
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spirit of the ephemeral environment in which it was offered. 

Language, according to Bakhtin, was unlike the genetic 

blueprint of a Drosophila fly--something that could be 

isolated, mapped, and completely understood. 

Central to Bakhtin's view of language is that it is a 

manifestation of the unrelenting flux of existence. Bakhtin 

illustrates how the conservative or centripetal forces in 

language that try to keep our ideas about referents 

separate, apart, and ordered as well as the centrifugal 

forces that represent change and revolution. The 

centripetal forces can be seen in the establishment of 

dictionaries, the language of the courts and the academies, 

and in the belief that a prescriptive grammar can solve the 

ills of miscommunication. centrifugal discourses are the 

discourses that poke fun at or challenge the ability of the 

centripetal forces to perform the tasks that the keepers of 

a language in any culture insist that they are able to 

perform. In Rabelais' day, as discussed by Bakhtin, these 

were the linguistic entities found, 

on the stages of local fairs and buffoon spectacles, 

ridiculing all "languages" and dialects; there 

developed the literature of . . . street songs, 

folksayings, anecdotes, where there is no language

center at all, where there was to be found a lively 



play with the [centripetal] "languages" of poets, 

scholars, monks, knights and others, where all 

"languages" were masks and where no language could 

claim to be an authentic, incontestable face. 

(Dialogic 273) 
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What is at the core of this dynamic between centripetal 

and centrifugal languages is the dialogic nature of 

discourse. Much like McGee and Foucault's theories about 

the synchronic nature of the statement, Bakhtin asserted 

that the meaning of a sign can only be adequately understood 

as it fit within the context of the array of connotations 

associated with the sign's history and the situation it was 

offered in as "[e]ach word tastes of the context and 

contexts in which it has lived its socially charged life; 

all words and forms are populated by intentions" (Dialogic 

293). But the intention of each speaker is full of the 

overtones of others. Language is not a staid entity to be 

pulled out of a dictionary and used by two different 

speakers or writers. Instead, it, 

becomes "one's own" only when the speaker populates it 

with his own intention, his own accent, when he 

appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic 

and expressive intention. . • . Language is not a 



neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the 

private property of the speaker's intentions; it is 

populated--overpopulated--with the intentions of 

others. (Dialogic 293-94) 

This "overpopulation" of the word "with the intentions of 

others" is a result of heteroglossia, the intertextual 

utterances that infiltrate and populate our discourses. 
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Like McGee's ideographs and Foucault's statements, it is the 

synchronic play of the many dialects that simultaneously 

inhabit a language that allows an utterance to be 

understood. 

It was in the field of the novel--especially in the 

novels of Cervantes, Dickens, and Rabelais--that Bakhtin 

found this activity best exemplified because the novel is 

the textual form that embodies an array of discourses. 

While novels are written by one author who assumes the 

different dialects found in the dialects of the character 

and integrates the voices of different institutions for 

stylistic effect, the author constructs and is constructed 

by the dialects as he lays them down on the page. 

Charles Schuster sees Bakhtin's theory of language as 

the classic Aristotelian triangle made dynamic. Instead of 

the traditional speaker, listener, and subject existing as 

static entities and having no transactional effect on one 
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another, Schuster sees Bakhtin's speaker, listener, and hero 

(subject) "whirling around the circumference" of the 

triangle, "all three elements fused together in language" 

(596). Authors adopt a discourse that is shadowed by the 

language usually associated with the subject, the subject 

that is being written about is colored by the language 

profile of the author, and the author's concept of his 

audience channels the way in which he conveys his ideas. As 

Blair, Cooper, Rorty, and Spellmeyer similarly describe the 

importance of Foucault's problematicization of language, 

Schuster asserts that Bakhtin's theories are important in 

the field of rhetoric and composition because he makes us 

aware of the richness and diverse play of texts off one 

another. The more we know about the permeation of language 

with "other styles, idioms and modes of speaking and 

writing, we become better readers and, by extension, better 

teachers of reading and writing" (607). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF LEE HARVEY OSWALD IN LIBRA 

Libra is Don DeLillo's fictional biography of Lee 

Harvey Oswald and fictional reconstruction of the events 

surrounding the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. 

Libra is not so much an alternative theory that the author 

is advancing for the assassination as a philosophical 

statement about the way information is generated and 

consumed, and how it shapes our outlook on the world. To 

make this clear, DeLillo offers an "Author's Note" following 

the last page of the novel proper. It reads, in part: 

This is a work of the imagination. While drawing 

from the historical record, I've made no attempt to 

furnish factual answers to any questions raised by the 

assassination. 

In a case in which rumors, facts, suspicions, 

official subterfuge, conflicting sets of evidence and a 

dozen labyrinthine theories all mingle, sometimes 

indistinguishably, it may seem to some that a work of 

fiction is one more gloom in a chronicle of unknowing. 

But because this book makes no claim to literal 

truth, because it is only itself, apart and complete, 

readers may find refuge here--a way of thinking about 



the assassination without being constrained by half

facts or overwhelmed by possibilities, by the tide of 

speculation that widens over the years. 
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That DeLillo has written an admittedly "fictional" narrative 

of the assassination by weaving agreed upon facts of the 

incident with made up characters, motives, and actions that 

so neatly cohere is the work's strength. DeLillo builds a 

perfect artifice, and then takes it away from us with his 

Author's Note. That no clinically objective alternative 

conspiracy theory can be generated from such an exercise 

does not undermine the novel's value. "Finding refuge" from 

the drive in all of us to discover what really happened in 

Dallas on November 22, 1963 does not mean as that DeLillo's 

Libra has no political purpose. The purpose of Libra is not 

only to question previous theories about the assassination, 

including the Warren Commission's theory, but more 

importantly, to question the very manner in which we 

organize and assimilate information in our culture. While 

not making any attempt at discovering a "truth," it 

demonstrates the value of looking at different "truths." 

Richard Rorty champions this brand of "critical 

thinking" as the "playing off alternatives against one 

another, rather than playing them off against criteria of 

rationality, much less against eternal verities" (11) in a 
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quest for greater edification. Not only does Rorty suggest 

that "edification" can stand for a more interesting way of 

speaking and listening by tuning in to different cultures or 

disciplines with different vocabularies and syntaxes, he 

suggests edification can also consist of, 

. . . the "poetic" activity of . . . [our] attempts to 

reinterpret our familiar surroundings in the unfamiliar 

terms of our new invention. In either case, the 

activity is. edifying without being constructive--

at least if 'constructive' means some sort of 

cooperation in the accomplishment of research programs 

which takes place in normal discourse. For edifying 

discourse is supposed to be abnormal, to take us out of 

our selves by the power of strangeness to aid us in 

becoming new beings (Mirror 360). 

Being conscious of the "edifying discourses" that make up 

the text of America is just this sort of "poetic activity." 

Watching the words flow in and out of the minds of the array 

of characters, as confused as they seem to be, is edifying 

for the very reason that it undermines the "familiar 

surroundings" of our staid and comfortable way of 

understanding contemporary history and demonstrates the many 

voices that define our culture and, ultimately, ourselves. 
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The difference between us and the characters is that we as 

the reader have an omniscient viewpoint that allows us to 

better see what William cain describes as "the mind's 

unending openness to the multitudinous messages of culture," 

that "so saturate the consciousness that they mock the 

prospect of any independent, open-minded appraisal of who 

one is and where one stands" (281). 

This is most obvious, of course, as we enter the 

consciousness of Oswald. The novel begins with Lee as a 

young boy riding on the New York subway. As he rides 

underneath the city, DeLillo makes the reader aware of the 

many different voices of multicultural America represented 

in the different parts of the city Lee travels under. We 

discover he likes to read but is dyslexic. We learn that he 

is a loner, and that he is picked on because the other kids 

in the neighborhood think "Lee" is a girl's name. When he 

and his mother move to New Orleans, he is beaten up because 

his southern accent has a touch of Yankee in it. He watches 

many movies with his mother and often remembers John Wayne, 

sitting on a tall horse in Texas at the beginning a cattle 

drive in John Ford's movie Red River. Wayne looks over at 

young and eager Montgomery Clift who is sitting on a horse 

next to him and says "Take 'em to Missouri, Matt." 

Montgomery Clift happily obliges. Lee watches couples 

dancing dreamily on Dick Clark's American Bandstand. He 
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reads Marx's Das Kapital just to be different. Because he is 

dyslexic, he inverts the letters of Marx and constructs 

words no one has ever seen. He reads Whitman. He reads and 

memorizes large portions of his brother's Marine Corps 

manual. He writes and reads many of his own texts and 

misspells the words. He joins the Marines and goes to 

Atsugi, an island off the coast of Japan. He hears Japanese 

spoken. He sees written Japanese. In Japan, he decides to 

study Russian and hears it spoken and sees it written. He 

defects to Russia, becomes disenchanted with the system of 

government but falls in love and marries a Russian woman. 

with Marina he returns to America. One day in Dallas, he 

sees on a broadsheet the words "THE VATICAN IS THE WHORE OF 

REVELATION," and he translates it as best he can for Marina. 

In Dallas, he listens to the pronouncements of Weird Beard, 

a local disc jockey: "Do your homework in the dark. Eat your 

cereal with a fork." He hears people call him "Leon" as 

opposed Lee and he is secretly delighted because he likes to 

think of himself as a young Leon Trotsky. He watches 

Eisenhower give speeches on television and he hates him for 

allowing the Rosenbergs to go to the gas chamber. He watches 

Kennedy give speeches on television and both hates and 

admires him. 

Spaced throughout these texts over the expanse of the 

novel are the portraits-in-miniature of Lee rendered by his 
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mother, Marguerite. These texts serve as a counterpoint to 

the rhythm of the point-by-point biography of Lee; in a 

brief space and in a mother's plaintive vernacular, we get 

the "real" Lee, "this boy who grins while they are beating 

him up and waits for national news on TV" (48). It is not 

as if we fail to sense the pathos of Lee's existence in 

other sections of the novel because, even though presented 

in the most author-evacuated prose, there is much in his 

life that is obviously tragic and surprisingly charming. 

What Marguerite offers is a voice that is positioned close 

to Lee, and one that seems frustrated by the inability of 

the rest of Libra to really capture the complexity of Lee as 

even she has a hard time doing: "I am reciting a life and I 

need time" (445). 

Perhaps the most poignant aspect of Marguerite's speech 

patterns is the bending and bowing of discourse 

characterized by Bakhtin as centrifugal and centripetal 

forces in language. Marguerite's plaintive voice is both 

laden with cliches and phrasing that represent both the 

status quo of language with the unconscious mangling of 

cliches and over formalization of expression. When 

discussing the neighborhood in New Orleans where she and Lee 

lived, she tells us that there were bars, gambling, and "I 

would also state prostitutes by the galore" (48). The 

audience for her addresses is the authority of the court and 
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Marguerite is able to offer the dark poetry of her and Lee's 

situation before judgement as she exclaims, "I am not the 

looming mother of a bad boy's dreams" (49). This 

demonstrates that she is apprehensive about being known as 

the mother of a truant and assassin, and she works hard to 

characterize their situation by placing them in a humble and 

disenfranchised light: "I am a mothel' of three who sold 

needles and thread and yarn in her own shop in the front 

room of the house on Bartholomew street, a frame house with 

a backyard, when Lee was a baby in a crib" (48). While "the 

looming mother of a bad boy's dreams" has the verbal flair 

not usually found in the discourse of the typical working

class American mother, Marguerite's thumbnail sketch of her 

economic struggle to provide for her "baby in a crib" sounds 

like it is composed of the prosaic intertextual fragments 

of Americana; if we close our eyes we can hear a Ronald 

Reagan anecdote championing the virtue of those who do not 

rely on the state for assistance. 

When angered by Lee's not being understood by the 

public school authorities, Marguerite offers a rambling 

amalgam of tenuously connected elements that suggests the 

troubling composition and construction of Lee: 

Lee purely loves animals so the zoo was a blessing 

but they sent him downtown to a building where the nut 
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doctors pick at him twenty-four hours a day. Youth 

House. Puerto Ricans by the galore. He has to take 

showers in that jabber. John Edward tried to get him 

to talk to the nut doctor by Lee won't talk to John 

Edward ever since he opened the pocketknife on John 

Edward's bride. They have to take him in an intake 

dormitory. They talk to him about is he a nailbiter. 

Does he have religious affiliation and what not? Is he 

disruptive in class? He doesn't know the slang, your 

honor. The place is full of New York type boys. They 

see my son in Levis with an accent. (10) 

While these speaker-based forays represent many important 

things, and provide insights about Lee that the rest of the 

novel does not allow for (the young boy's abuse of his older 

brother's wife and his brief time spent with child 

psychologists), they also recreate the Rabelaisian "parody 

of the very act of conceptualizing anything in language" 

(Bakhtin 309). DeLillo's own research of the Warren 

Commission's transcripts yielded this discovery of 

Marguerite's "extremely unique way of speaking" (Decurtis 

61), and neatly provides an anchor for his own theory of 

everyday discourse: 

I don't think of language in a theoretical way. I 
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approach it at street level. That is, I listen 

carefully to the way people speak. And I find that the 

closer a writer comes to portraying actual speech, the 

more stylized it seems on the page, so that the reader 

may well conclude that this is a formal experiment in 

dialogue instead of a simple transcription, which it 

actually is. (61) 

DeLillo is able to use many of Marguerite's actual 

utterances with little if any alteration (Keesey 195), and 

this suggests that the everyday American speech pattern is 

perhaps less literary and more naturally imbued with the 

heteroglossia that Bahktin heard in the centripetal 

discourse of the streets. And as endearing and as comical 

as dialogic discourse Marguerite sounds, this voice of Lee's 

single parental figure must have had a strong impact on Lee 

as he grew up. 

Frank Lentricchia asserts that "[t)he disturbing 

strength of Libra" is that it undermines the luxury afforded 

by our understanding Oswald as a troubled entity composed of 

elements that have little to do with us ("Libra" 205). That 

Oswald was troubled and did live a life that was full of 

hardship and instability is demonstrated most poignantly by 

the monologues of his mother. But Oswald's behavior is also 

shown to be a product of the ambient media and the way it 
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can produce a chimerical sense of self based on who the 

media tells us we are. Because of this composition, we read 

Oswald as "ourselves painted large, in scary tones, but 

ourselves" (Lentricchia "Libra" 205). 

There are moments when DeLillo shows Lee on the cusp of 

this very realization which makes the indictment all the 

more startling; knowing that we are composed by the media 

and that we are the composers of media is a troubling 

prospect in the same way that realizing the "Analytic of 

Finitude" is troubling to Foucault's modern man. We cannot 

escape being made into objects by the media even if we are 

conscious of the process and the producer of the process. 

When Lee and Marina see themselves "gaping back at a T.V. 

screen" that has been set up in a Fort Worth department 

store, they see "a world gone inside out" (227), a startling 

vision where they are placed on the same stage with the 

other actors in history. As Marina walks in and out of the 

range of the camera focused on the world they know, each 

successive exit and reentry enhances the auguring 

realization of the self in relation to the character of the 

texts that compose the self. In a pre-handheld camcorder 

age, any personal contact with the technical production of 

information that resides outside of a lived experience would 

at first be baffling. However, while Lee is doing mess duty 

on corregidor, a visit by John Wayne to Oswald's unit allows 



him to see a media icon in the flesh and to merge the 

material with the incorporeal: 
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It's remarkable and startling to see the screen laugh 

repeated in life. It makes him feel good. The man is 

doubly real. He does not cheat or disappoint. When 

John Wayne laughs, Ozzie smiles, he lights up, he 

practically disappears in his own glow. Someone takes 

a photograph of John Wayne and the officers, and Ozzi~ 

wonders if he will show up in the background, in the 

passageway, grinning. (93) 

That John Wayne "does not cheat or disappoint" describes for 

us just how much a "primary dimension of reality" the media 

has become (Cain 284). That Lee is aware that Wayne might 

not live up to his expectation demonstrates a consciousness 

of artifice, but that he is obviously delighted that Wayne 

is able to fill the dimensions of his fictional persona 

tells us how much we desire that the intertexts we construct 

and are constructed by are "real." 

Libra is built on the parallel movement of two separate 

storylines that march inexorably toward a common point near 

the last third of the text and then connect in a way that 

seems destined. The first storyline is Lee's life. The 
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second is the cluster of machinations of the anti-Kennedy 

interests as they prepare to assassinate the President. The 

leapfrog manner in which every other chapter picks up and 

advances its separate storyline and the eventual_narrative 

fusion suggest how a dense and recursive array of 

information can produce, not just adorn, an eventual 

structure. In a moment of reflection, David Ferrie, a real 

life figure and one of Oswald's cohorts in the assassination 

scheme, confesses to Oswald that he is confused, that he 

really doesn't know who is really in charge over them (the 

C.I.A., organized crime) in the conspiracy attempt. His 

theory is analogous to the novel's structure: 

"Think of two parallel lines," he said. "One is the 

life of Lee H. Oswald. One is the conspiracy to kill 

the President. What bridges the space between them? 

What makes a connection inevitable? There is a third 

line. It comes out of dreams, visions, intuitions, 

prayers, out of the deepest levels of the self. It's 

not generated by cause and effect like the other two 

lines. It's a line that cuts across causality, cuts 

across time. It has no history that we can recognize or 

understand. But it forces a connection. It puts man on 

the path of his destiny." (339) 
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The "third line" that "has no history that we can recognize 

or understand" can be read metaphorically for Foucault's 

discursive formation, episteme, or historical a priori. We 

are constituted by the intertexual statements of our culture 

that enter into our thinking, sit, rummage around in a 

manner that we are not aware of, and are reconstituted in 

our thoughts, actions, or speech. So here we are, at the 

center of the conspiracy, the assassin's mentor talking to 

the assassin, and we find that they feel as decentered as 

anyone in the field of 1963. Norman Wacker has similarly 

suggested that the tension produced by the competing 

conspiracies and life trajectories of Oswald, Kennedy, and 

other characters--both real and fictional--provides a 

structure that replicates "the forms of plotting that run 

through mass culture" (71). 

That metalinguistic character of this episteme is 

identified by Ferrie as something mysterious, something that 

comes out of "dreams, visions, prayers, intuitions" implies 

a sea change in the notion of what an episteme means to 

Foucault. A "rational" construct, whether it is the notion 

of Foucaldian resemblance or the nomination of the visible, 

has characterized the previous epistemes in the Renaissance 

and the Age of Reason. Now DeLillo is suggesting something 

irrational, yet capable of offering some kind of template 

that produces a felt metalinguistic understanding. Even the 
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C.I.A. men were caught in the whirl and swirl of the myriad 

of texts and subterfuges that constituted there professional 

environment. 

There were complexities of speech. A man needed 

special experience and insight to work true meanings 

out of certain murky remarks. There were pauses and 

blank looks. Brilliant riddles floated up and down the 

echelons, to be pondered, solved, ignored. It had to be 

this way, Win admitted to himself. The men at his level 

were spawning secrets that quivered like reptile eggs. 

(21 ) 

The "complexities of speech" here are something other than 

mastering the subjunctive in a foreign language; the 

plotters of the assassination have come into a world of 

discourse that is ultimately incapable of producing the 

concrete results an intelligence agency is supposed to 

produce. Keesey has pointed out the absurdity of Everett's 

attempt to destroy Castro by staging a "near miss" 

assassination that ends up to be deadly effective (156). 

Although angered at his president for not supporting the Bay 

of pigs invasion like Kennedy needed to insure a victory, 

Everett also has a residual respect for his commander-in

chief because Everett does understand the complications of 
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Kennedy's endeavor. In ceding power to T.J. Mackey, the man 

who recruits and trains the assassins, Everett undermines 

the efficacy of his cleverly laid plan because T.J.'s anger 

keeps him from telling his young cohorts to miss the 

president. 

Given the specifics of most of the novel, Lee can be 

seen as a child and then a young man who is in a hurry to 

become famous, and if this cannot happen, he will become 

infamous. But still this is seemingly determined by 

something outside of his own constructed design. When Lee 

travels to make up with his estranged wife to ask her if she 

and their children would return with him to the Dallas, she 

refuses. He sleeps overnight, gets up early, and leaves 

her his money and his wedding band. He assassinates Kennedy 

on this same day. Had Marina and the children returned with 

Oswald, it would be hard to imagine him following through 

with the assassination, a fact that undercuts the many 

layers of planning and happenstance. 

citing the lack of agreed upon "specifics" concerning 

the events in Dallas, DeLillo has stated that the Kennedy 

assassination was the beginning of an age where we, like 

David Ferrie above, became "more aware of elements like 

randomness, ambiguity, and chaos," and began to develop "a 

much more deeply unsettled feeling about our grip on 

reality" (DeCurtis 48). Foucault's epistemes are important 
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for what they allow us to say and, equally important, what 

they do not allow us to say. The area of potential 

experience illustrated in Libra that is reduced to silence, 

that is "other" than what we can realize, might be thought 

of as the metalinguistic thinking evidenced in the Classical 

Age where the value of any object in the universe can be 

reduced by its outward visible character and placed into the 

continuum of the order of things. 

That the visual analysis of small details only serves 

to confuse the forensic scientists demonstrates the nature 

of this episteme, and figuratively amounts to the effort of 

the deconstructionists to demonstrate the inability of the 

signifier to match the positive value of the signified. 

When confronting Jack Ruby'S mother's dental chart, dated 

January 15, 1938, or microphotographs of Lee H. Oswald's 

pubic hair, the C.LA.'s Nicolas Branch "wants" to believe 

that these kinds of data have the potential to explain some 

aspect of the assassination: 

It is vital to his sense of responsible obsession that 

everything is his room warrants careful study. 

Everything belongs, everything adheres, the mutter of 

obscure witnesses, the photos of illegible documents 

and odd sad personal debris, things gathered up at a 

dying--old shoes, pajama tops, letters from Russia. It 
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is all one thing, a ruined city of trivia where people 

feel real pain. This is the Joycean Book of America, 

remember--the novel in which nothing is left out. (180) 

That people feel "real pain" grounds the efforts of 

detectives and sympathetic readers of Libra, but at the same 

time it also suggests how bits and pieces of data can be 

arranged in a multitude of constructs to suggest that 

anything can happen. Similar to the nomination wars that 

Foucault purports to have existed between scientists such as 

Linnaeus and Adanson in The Order of Things--where the 

problem was determining morphological features on an animal 

should be accorded value was argued--we see Nicolas Branch 

troubled by his inability to determine the value of the 

massive amount of forensic data compiled by the Warren 

Commission. 

Foucault takes great pains to eliminate the subject or 

cogito from this equation in the Archaeology of Knowledge 

when he tells us that a "speaking consciousness" may be "a 

position that may be filled in certain conditions by various 

individuals": 

The analysis of statements operates . . . without 

reference to a cogito. It does not pose the question 

of the speaking subject . . . it is situated at the 



level of the "it is said"--and we must not understand 

by this a sort of communal opinion, a collective 

representation that is imposed on every individual 

. but we must understand by it the totality of things 

said, the relations, the regularities, and the 
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transformations that may be observed in them. (AK 122) 

It is this totality of things said, the myriad of texts, of 

"it is saids," that can supply to the archaeologist such 

answers to the questions of who is allowed to say what, what 

constitutes proper data, and in what different places in our 

society (the horne, church, university, hospital) does a type 

of information or discourse carries weight. 

Perhaps the most postmodern aspect of the novel is the 

seeming failure of the characters to make their lives 

separate from the world that is constituted by powerful 

people and sweeping movements that are stand-ins for the 

exterior textual forces that constitute the "collective 

representation" that Foucault tells us eclipses the cogito. 

Lee is an omnivorous reader and is precociously aware that 

there are larger things out beyond his immediate experience 

that have something to do with the way things move around in 

his world. While doing time in a Marine Corps jail cell, 

Lee has a glimpse of the distance between the cog ito and the 

forces of history: 
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Maybe what has to happen is that the individual must 

allow himself to be swept along, must find himself in 

the stream of no-choice, the single direction. This is 

what makes things inevitable. You use the restrictions 

and penalties they invent to make yourself stronger. 

History means to merge. The purpose of history is to 

climb out of your own skin. He knew what Trotsky had 

written, that the revolution leads us out of the dark 

night of the isolated self. We live forever in 

history, outside ego and id. He wasn't sure he knew 

exactly what id was but he knew it lay hidden in 

Hidell. 

Hidell means don't tell. 

The id is hell. 

Jerkle and Hide in their little cell. (101) 

Hidell, one of the aliases that Lee assumes in his life, 

ironically becomes a signifier for the protean nature of 

Lee's sense of self. The "isolated self" is lost to history 

as Lee stands at a distance and imagines the catachretic 

nature of the signifiers play out before him. "Id," a 

concept Lee knows nothing about, finds its way in and out of 

Hidell, as does the dark underworld of "hell." Masturbatory 

innuendo is joined with Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, a literary 

illusion to the Libraesque quality of Lee himself as he 
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forever changes identities. Slipping in and out of texts, 

"not telling," and existing in a "little cell" is suggestive 

and dagger antics that Lee seems to relish, but that at the 

same time underscores the inability to be underscored. 

Trotsky, whom Lee fancifully identifies with because Trotsky 

is both a revolutionary and a man who lived for a time in 

the borough of New York that Lee had lived in, is the figure 

who writes that you cannot really identify with anyone 

person unless they possess the quality of being an 

historical and ephemeral icon. 

When Lee is shot by Jack Ruby, he looks up at a 

television monitor and sees himself dying, and imagines his 

death again and again in newsreel footage that will be 

played before others in the future. This reminds us of the 

first time Lee has sex and he feels removed from the scene; 

here he is much more of an observer than a participant. 

Like Lee, who imagines that it would be best to be "swept 

along in history," other characters are trapped in the 

belief that all that is important are the images and ideas 

portrayed by the media. Beryl Parmenter, the wife of a CIA 

agent, defines herself my cutting out clippings from 

newspapers and magazines: 

She said the news clippings she sent to friends were a 

perfectly reasonable way to correspond. There were a 
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thousand things to clip and they all said something 

about the way she felt. He watched her read and cut. 

She wore half-glasses and worked the scissors grimly. 

She believed these were a personal forms of expression. 

She believed no message she could send a friend was 

more intimate and telling than a story in the paper 

about a violent act, a crazed man, a bombed Negro home, 

a Buddhist monk who sets himself on fire. Because these 

are the things that tell us how we live. (261) 

As damning a pronouncement as Libra seems to be making here 

about the postmodern condition, I think we can look at the 

novel as somewhat liberating in the sense that 1984 is 

liberating. A bleak picture is painted, but the book works 

as a warning. Like Foucault's texts, which are written in a 

frenetic, roughhewn sort of voice where activity as opposed 

to ideas are important, Libra similarly offers an energetic 

reading of the way the various forms of communication affect 

us. Yes, Libra is enigmatic; at the end we still aren't 

sure of the exact causal mechanism that was responsible for 

the killing of John Kennedy. But because they make us so 

aware of all the things that swirl around our heads, we can 

better understand the way information composes us. 

The value of Libra is that it clearly demonstrates how 

a body of information can be generated, read, and 
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built like the ideas of DeLillo's CIA men who "spawn[ed] 

secrets that quivered like reptile eggs." The secrets 

"quiver" like Foucault's statements because they are in a 

diachronic web, as Libra itself resides in the diachronic 

web of American history: 
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The frontiers of a book are never clear-cut: beyond the 

title, the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond 

its internal configuration and its autonomous form, it 

is caught up in a system of references to other books, 

other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a 

network. (AK 23) 

Picking up Libra and reading passages of it five minutes 

after one has viewed Oliver stone's JFK, seen a PBS special 

on the life of Lee Harvey Oswald, or just listened to an 

inaugural speech of some future president will indicate how 

the novel "indicates itself, constructs itself, only on the 

basis of a complex field of discourse" (AK 23). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PLAY OF TEXTS IN WHITE NOISE 

The characters in White Noise are so overwhelmed by the 

many texts that surround them, the white noise in White 

Noise, that they find it difficult to discern the value of 

one kind of information over another. Paul Cantor describes 

this aspect of the novel as an result of the myriad of 

voices brought on by the technology of information: 

"Everything, no matter how exotic or rare, is equally 

available, from allover the world, and indeed seemingly 

from all eras of history" (43). This feature of these texts 

and intertexts demands our attention early on in the novel; 

the positions of the speakers who generate information in 

the novel and the information itself are of little 

consequence. What is more important to the characters is 

that there is a constant stream of information and activity. 

This can seen be in Jack Gladney's career. He is the 

Professor of Hitler Studies at college-on-the-Hill. While 

this element of the novel is whimsical, and meant, in part, 

to be a parody of university life, it also suggests the 

arbitrariness of information. In post-modern America, 

history and contemporary culture are placed on an equal 

grade and everything appears to be of commensurate value. 

This is suggested by the ease of the founding of this 
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institution: 

I invented Hitler studies in North America in March of 

1968. It was a cold bright day with intermittent winds 

out of the east. When I suggested to the chancellor 

that we might build a whole department around Hitler's 

life and work, he was quick to see the possibilities. 

It was an immediate and electrifying success. The 

chancellor went on to serve as advisor to Nixon, Ford, 

and Carter before his death on a ski lift in Austria. 

(4) 

He could have chosen Milton studies or remote sensing (a 

disciplne found in The University of Arizona General 

Catalogue). In 1968, even the study of rhetoric consisted 

of little more than an obligatory mention of syllogistic 

logic in an appendix in most composition readers. What 

DeLillo shows us is that a culture exposed to a wealth of 

information can pay a price. Hitler studies seems absurd, 

yet it could be made to seem important; Hitler was a 

twentieth-century tyrant whose actions ultimately 

reconfigured the political landscape of the world. But in 

Gladney's vision, he is presented in a most banal manner; 

placed into the academy, Hitler studies, as presented in 

White Noise, becomes just another object of scholarship and 
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Hitler loses his terrifying aura. Any scholar who can 

convince other scholars that their object of study seems to 

cross Foucault's thresholds of formalization can be seen, as 

Jack Gladney is, as the germinator of an entire discipline. 

Moreover, the most sobering aspect of the paragraph above is 

the way in which the road to power can be assumed by people 

who are "quick to see the possibilities" behind such a 

scheme. 

Perhaps the greatest parody of university life is the 

scene where Jack lends Murray his support by making an 

appearance in a class that Murray hopes will serve as the 

basis for a department he hopes to create around Elvis 

Presley studies. As tenuous relationships are made between 

the dictator and the entertainer--they both had fixations 

for their mothers, they were both self-destructive--Jack 

tells the standing room only audience of mesmerized students 

that Hitler, "spoke to people in endless monologues, free

associating, as if the language came from some vastness 

beyond the world and he was simply the medium of revelation" 

(72). Both Murray and Jack are speaking as if they 

themselves are speaking from the same space, playing their 

ideas off one another as if this was part of some scholarly 

process that can only come out of quiet reflection and 

sequestered study. Jack himself tells the reader that he 

regularly reads Hitler "deep into the night," as if he were 
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trying to make contact with the truths found only in 

scripture. The intertextual posturing of the two professors 

is driven by the psychosymbolic generalizations that they 

make about their historical subjects, generalizations that 

possess the kind of materiality that carries weight in the 

university community. 

As Foucault wants us to be aware of how rupture and 

discontinuity are anathema to the thinking of traditional 

scholar/historians, cantor sees how DeLillo's parody of 

university life has much to say about the way 

[s)cholars really hate to deal with or even acknowledge 

the unique; they always want to lump phenomena together 

under categories, to find continuity where others have 

seen discontinuity, in short, to place phenomena in 

"traditions" (47). 

Jack positions Hitler studies within the "traditions" of the 

academy by adopting the discourse usually found in 

undergraduate catalogues to describe the educational rigor 

of his enterprise and the essential skills of his students: 

They were all Hitler majors, members of the only class 

I still taught, Advanced Nazism, three hours a week, 

restricted to qualified seniors, a course of study 
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designed to cUltivate a historical perspective, 

theoretical rigor and mature insight into the 

continuing mass appeal of fascist tyranny, with special 

emphasis on parades, rallies and uniforms, three 

credits, written reports. 

DeLillo parodies the established edifice of study by placing 

it in the bedrock or "theoretical rigor" of more established 

academic tradition. Not only does his "emphasizing" the 

"parades., rallies and uniforms" provide the objects and the 

kinds of data that will ultimately be generated from such 

objects, but he is defining the type of position or posture 

that has to be filled by professors who will be successful 

in the field. 

Here Hitler Studies becomes something other than the 

traces of Hitler felt in history; it is as if academies 

throughout the world have already or are soon to take up 

Hitler studies, adopt huge networking systems based on 

individual personalities in the field (as J.A.K. Gladney has 

done), acquire and produce refereed journals, and hold 

conferences with "[t]hree days of lectures, workshops and 

panels. Hitler scholars from seventeen states and nine 

foreign countries" (33). Murray puts this in perspective 

for Jack as he lauds his achievement: 



"You've done a wonderful thing here with Hitler. You 

created it, you nurtured it, you made it your own. 

Nobody on the faculty of any college or university in 

this part of the country can do so much as utter the 

word Hitler without a nod in your direction" (11). 
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No mention is made that a new department has been 

established that would allow people to better understand how 

our civilization might better be able to identify the "mass 

appeal of fascist tyranny" in the future. What is important 

is that Hitler has been turned into employment opportunities 

for academics and that Jack has become a university 

superstar. If Hitler were to come back to life and walk into 

a "HS" conventions, he would be of only secondary interest 

to the participants, perhaps even shouted down as a fake if 

he were to offer a speech that challenged the institutional 

notions of what he really said. 

Frow and Wilcox have made the connection between White 

Noise and Baudrillard's notion of hyperreality. This is 

state where the objects in the world have been presented 

and represented to the point that they are "more real than 

reality," and they therefore take on a life of their own 

(Wilcox 347). The world becomes a array of signs in a 

signifying frenzy, gathering their meaning as they feed on 



each other's ephemeral pulse. What is lost in this is the 

ability of words to describe the objects that surround us; 

words become objects in and of themselves, acquire a 

material nature, and produce and shape the intertexts that 

will follow them in the white noise of the nineteen

nineties. 
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Gergen points to the signifying power of the media and 

how artificial forms of memory and experience in our culture 

and the way it creates objects. 

The vacation is not real until captured on film; 

marriages become events staged for camera and 

videotape; sports fans often prefer television because 

it is more fully life-like than the bird's eye view 

from the stands. It is to the media, and not to sense 

perception, that we increasingly turn to for 

definitions of what is the case (Gergen 57). 

Baudrillard is further employed by Leonard wilcox to show 

how the pulse of surrounding signifiers has corne to 

overwhelm any modernist sense of self that we might have; 

the more conventional "interiority of self" has given way to 

a "dispersal of self" (347). 

The price one pays for this complete freedom is 
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adopting one's role in life, however, is that it 

becomes merely a role. In White Noise the autonomous 

self becomes the inauthentic self. (qtd. in Cantor 43) 

And with the fragmented self comes the fragmented view of a 

world composed of many different kinds of the iterable 

fragments that are functions not of the subject's own 

consciousness, but of the language permitted by the rules of 

formation that are, as Derrida would say, "always already" 

there. 

When Heinrich takes on a prison pen pal, Tommie Ray 

Foster, he creates a mystery by never relating to his 

parents why Foster was thrown into prison. Jack show how he 

is already always in the world by the manner in which he 

tries to get Heinrich to explain how Foster committed the 

crime that landed him in prison. 

" . Did he care for his weapons obsessively? 

Did he have an arsenal stashed in his shabby 

little room off a six-story concrete car park?" 

"Some handguns and a bolt-action rifle with a 

scope?" 

"A telescopic sight. Did he fire from a highway 

overpass, a rented room? Did he walk into a bar, 

a washette, his former place of employment and start 
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firing indiscriminately? People scattering, taking 

cover under tables. People out on the street thinking 

they heard firecrackers. "I was just waiting for the 

bus when I heard this little popping noise like 

firecrackers going off." 

"He went to the roof." 

"A rooftop sniper. Did he write in his diary 

before he went up to the roof? Did he make tapes of 

his voice, go to the movies, read books about other 

mass murders to refresh his memory?" 

"Made tapes. What did he do with them?" 

"Sent them to the people he loved, asking for 

forgiveness." (44) 

Jack's preconceived notion of a convict's background is 

laden with cliche ideas that have come to demonstrate how we 

stereotype the "typical" antisocial criminal. Although the 

behavior of the criminal is at odds with the behavior of all 

but a few marginalized miscreants in our society, we "know" 

of this kind of lifestyle because we have been inundated by 

the lurid yet seductive hyperreal profile of "the murderer," 

and have thus lost the ability to be autonomous. Beyond the 

"loner-in-a-shabby-little-room" character that Jack already 

knows about, he even manufactures the reactions of people 

standing by the crime: "I was just waiting for the bus when 
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I heard . .. " This can be seen as a figurative 

representation of all of us who do not perform infamous acts 

in our lives, but see one or two of them before we die and 

are shocked out of our oblivion by the "little popping 

noise[s] of firecrackers going off" that allow us for a 

brief moment to transgress the limits of the numbing 

epistemes that envelop us. 

Ruthrof has pointed out that communication offers a 

notable transformation of the way we communicate and 

understand texts, a "new deep structure to match the 

surfaces of our culture" (193). Using the logic of a flow 

chart, any letter--or strings of letters and the spaces 

between them--can be reproduced mechanically or 

electronically with a combination of either a a or a 1. The 

digital can represent all forms of textual semiotics-

whether it is understood as ontic, epistemic, or 

metacritical--because it is capable of translating standard 

forms of communication and asking after each byte "And 

then?, and then?" The strength of digital mode is that it 

reduces communication to its most irreducible unit, exposing 

the primary work method of language. But while the digital 

does not allow for any play in the understanding of a text 

by the sender and receiver of a message, it does lose 

something in transmission in that it is only able to send a 
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copy of the original message. A radio transmission, the 

sounds of music or a voice, is translated into 360,00 bits 

per second of information over the airwaves and is converted 

back into the appropriate sound that comes back out of the 

speakers. But with this loss there is a gain. Digital 

radio signals are absolute. An utterance is not muddied in 

translation or transfer. For example, an e-mail message is 

sent in its absolute form. The message sent looks like the 

message received. citing the work of Lea, Sproul, and 

others, Boyle describes the lack of audience for a sender in 

e-mail communiques. Whereas a writer might sense an 

audience when he writes a memorandum or a book, writers 

writing for the screen "may become self-absorbed, and lose 

the sense and constraints that an imagined audience may 

provide" (631). This is not to say that someone receiving 

an e-mail message does not react in a way that the sender 

might have not meant; it does suggest that an e-mail message 

has a more unequivocal, chiseled in electrons, feel to it. 

Boyle also draws attention to the way that e-mail makes a 

sender and a receiver feel that a quick response is 

expected, one that does not allow the receiver the time he 

needs to meditate on it to change his feelings about the 

missive before writing back. The alacrity of e-mail 

communications, the quick binary jousting, undercuts the 

traditional sense of reflection imputed to the letter 
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writing exchanges of the past. People are expected to react 

quickly in short bursts of expression. 

Although White Noise for the most part utilizes the 

traditional methods of plot and syntax structure, it is 

heavily embedded with binary discourse, and thus constitutes 

a "novelistic critique of this new social style" or episteme 

(Ruthrof 193). In the case of SIMUVAC--an acronym for 

simulated evacuation and obviously a play on the word 

"simulacrum"--an actual evacuation that is the result of a 

toxic spill comes before the real object that is simulated, 

not after. Here we have a replication of an imagined event 

serving as the base model for the "real thing," the actual 

situation: 

The insertion curve isn't as smooth as we would like. 

There's a probability excess. Plus which we don't have 

our victims laid out where we'd want them if this was 

an actual simulation. In other words we're forced to 

take our victims as we find them. We didn't get a jump 

on computer traffic. Suddenly it just spilled out, 

three dimensionally, allover the landscape. You have 

to make allowances for the fact that everything we see 

tonight is real. There's a lot of polishing we still 

have to do. But that's what this exercise is all about. 

(139 ) 
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Ironically, the actual physical characteristics of the 

Airborne Toxic Event don't fit the theoretical profile 

generated by the computers of the SIMUVAC officials. They 

lament the fact that the "insertion curve" doesn't fit their 

digital model. Because of this they are forced "to take 

[their] victims where they find them" and still "have a lot 

of polishing [they] still have to do." 

Perhaps the most marked connection to our inability to 

understand the ontic world of discourse is DeLillo's 

description of "THE MOST PHOTOGRAPHED BARN IN AMERICA," a 

barn that has gained its eminence not because of its 

positive features, but because it has been replicated by 

thousands of photographers. Murray describes this phenomenon 

when he tells Jack 

Once you've seen the signs about the barn, it becomes 

impossible to see the barn .... We're not here to 

capture an image, we're here to maintain one. Every 

photograph reinforces the aura. Can you feel it, Jack? 

An accumulation of nameless energies (12). 

That this behavior forms an the deep structure of an 

episteme is further emphasized when Murray discounts our 

ability to get back to any sense of origin: 
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What was the barn like before it was photographed? he 

said. What did it look like, how was it different from 

other barns, how was it similar to other barns? We 

can't answer these questions because we've read the 

signs, seen the people snapping the picture. We can't 

get outside the aura. We're part of the aura. We're 

here, we're now. ( 13 ) 

Here, what DeLillo does with simulacra is something akin to 

what Andy Warhol does with the repetitive series of Marilyn 

Monroe or Chairman Mao prints: he demonstrates the affect of 

the repetitive nature of simulacra as they exist next to one 

another, "dissolving ... the object into its 

representations" (Lentricchia 90). 

Along with the intertextual play of the photographs off 

one another is the iterability of the slogans, sayings, and 

commercial refrains that are heard and spoken by the 

characters and the way they reflect the rhythm of the 

binary. 

Look at the wealth of data concealed in the grid, in 

the bright packaging, the jingles, the slice-of-life 

commercials, the products hurtling out of darkness, the 

coded messages and endless repetitions, like chants, 

like mantras. "Coke is it, Coke is it, Coke is it." The 
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medium practically overflows with sacred formulas 

(51 ) 

The list of three "mantras" is the device that DeLillo 

employs to break up the fabrication of a narrative. The 

characters are not always conscious of these lists which are 

"part of the circumambient noise" in which they exist 

(LeClair 211). That these lists are unknown to us, even if 

we hear them, is suggested in the serial utterances Jack 

hears Steffie vocalizing in her sleep: 

Distinct syllables this time, not some dreamy murmur-

but a language not quite of this world. I struggled to 

understand I was convinced that she was saying 

something, fitting together units of stable meaning .. 

Toyota Celica. . .. The utterance was beautiful 

and mysterious, gold shot with looming wonder. It was 

like the name of an ancient power in the sky, tablet

carved in cuneiform. It made me feel that something 

hovered. . .. She was only repeating some TV voice. 

Toyota Corolla, Toyota Celica, Toyota Cressida. 

Part of every child's brain noise, the sUbstatic 

regions too deep to probe. (154-55) 

Jack stands over Steffie as she sleeps and chants, quite 
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aware that her midnight soliloquy has disrupted the quiet of 

night, yet he still is moved. While these kinds of phrases-

"Mastercard, Visa, American Express, The Airport Marriott," 

the "Downtown Travelodge, the Sheraton Inn and Conference 

Center," or "Leaded, unleaded, super unleaded"--suggest the 

crass philistine culture of industrial America, they also 

possess the ability to move Jack: "Whatever the source, the 

utterance struck me with the impact of splendid 

transcendence" (155). 

The inability of language to "fit together units of 

stable meaning," or to indicate "the decline of concept 

formation and the concomitant faculty to judge" (Ruthrof 

195) is often seen in the rarefied content of the 

conversations between the characters or the way Jack uses 

language to explain the world. LeClair notes that Gladney's 

sentences are often syntactically similar to the commercial 

mantras above, that they resemble 

lists: short, noun dominated, sometimes fragmentary 

. Often lexically and syntactically repetitious, 

Gladney's strings of declarations effect a primer 

style, an expression not of ignorance (for Gladney 

knows the language of the humanities) but of something 

like shock, a seeming inability to sort into contexts 

and hierarchies the information he receives and the 
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thinking he does. (LeClair 211) 

In a discussion between himself and the rest of his family 

about the potential harm of Nyodene D., we find that they 

all are groping toward an understanding of the way some 

things are different from others by the way words should be 

applied to them: 

Denise said, "Did they ever think about what 

happens to the dogs when they get close enough to 

this stuff to smell it?" 

"Nothing happens to the dogs," Babette said. 

"How do you know?" 

"Because it only affects humans and rats." 

"I don't believe you." 

"Ask Jack." 

"Ask Heinrich," I said. 

"It could be true" he said, clearly lying. "They 

use rats to test for things that humans can catch, so 

it means we get the same diseases, rats and humans. 

Besides, they wouldn't use dogs if they thought it 

would hurt them." 

"Why not?" 

"A dog is a mammal." 

"So's a rat," Denise said. 



"A rat is a vermin," Babette said. 

"Mostly what a rat is," Heinrich said, "is a 

rodent." 

"It's also a vermin." 

"A cockroach is a vermin," steffie said. 

"A cockroach is an insect. You count the legs is 

how you know." 

"It's also a vermin." (124) 
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This absurd attempt to categorize signifiers into disparate 

classes of signifiers--vermin and mammals or vermin and 

insects--demonstrates the grander scale of creeping anti

foundationalism of language. On the other side of things, 

we see how the iterable fragments that compose the kind of 

conversation that lovers slip into when they are trying to 

gauge each other is similarly absurd because of the very 

lack of any precise difference in the outward character of 

each following phrase: 

"What do you want to do?" she said. 

"Whatever you want to do." 

"I want to do whatever's best for you." 

"What's best for me is to please you," I said. 

"I want to make you happy, Jack." 

"I'm happy when I'm happy when I'm pleasing you." 



"I just want to do what you want to do." 

"I want to do whatever's best for you." 
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"But you please me by letting me please you," she 

said. (28) 

Both Jack and Babette come about as close as they can come 

without saying something different each time they follow the 

other in the pabulum of their adoration. "Please you," 

"best for you," and "make you happy" are phrases that are 

about as different from each other as the three phrases 

"Coke is it, Coke is it, Coke is it" are also different from 

each other. 

The iterable nature of fragments can also be seen in 

the characters' relations to things. DeLillo either 

deconstructs or allows his characters to deconstruct 

language as they demonstrate the inability of words to 

represent the objects they seek to represent. When Heinrich 

says, "I'll give anyone in this car five dollars if 

they can name the population of Bolivia," Denise names them: 

"Bolivians" (81). When the airliner carrying Babette's 

daughter Bee narrowly misses disaster, the directions the 

crew gives to the passengers is rendered for us by Jack in 

omniscient fashion: 

certain elements in the crew had decided to pretend 



that it was not a crash but a crash landing that was 

seconds away. After all, the difference between the 

two is only one word. Didn't it suggest that the two 

forms of flight termination were more or less 

interchangeable? How much could one word matter? 

They saw how easy it was, by adding one word, to 

maintain a grip on the future, to extend it in 

consciousness if not in actual fact. (91) 
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In perhaps the most outward attempt to figure this 

phenomenon into the fabric of the novel, DeLillo has it that 

the drug Dylar renders its users helpless to discriminate 

between words and things. When Jack approaches Mink in the 

penultimate chapter in the novel, all he has to whisper is, 

"Hail of bullets" to see Mink dive to the floor (311). 

Words in different contexts are made to seem slippery or 

downright slick. They move around, unattached, rendering 

the world in an absurdist manner. 

In the last chapter DeLillo implicates himself as the 

author standing outside of the text of his novel. The fact 

that the text is a fiction is made important to us in the 

description of the Wilder's ride across the freeway in the 

last chapter: 
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The plastic wheels rumbled and screeched. Here our 

reconstruction yields to the awestruck account of two 

elderly women watching from the second story back porch 

of a tall house in the trees. He walked the tricycle 

down the steps, guiding it with a duteous and 

unsentimental hand, letting it bump right along, as if 

it were an odd-shaped little sibling, not necessarily 

cherished. He remounted, rode across the street, rode 

across the side walk, proceeded into the grassy slope 

that bordered the express way. Hey, hey, they said, a 

little tentative at first, not ready to accept the 

implications of the process unfolding before them. 

(322) 

DeLillo's waiting until the end of the book to describe the 

action in this metafictional manner produces the most 

dramatic effect. While all readers know they are reading a 

fiction when they are reading a novel, only the most 

clinical critic is able to keep this at a distance without 

lapsing. That this chapter follows on the heels of perhaps 

the most dramatic action, albeit a parody of detective 

fiction action, further increases its efficacy, because it 

is written in a manner that draws attention to the actual 

convention of the words and syntaxes. When Mink's death is 

reported in a burlesque fashion, we see an undermining of a 
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form or style of fiction that can be made to look ludicrous 

with some ease. The scene above undermines the utterances 

that are the building blocks of fictions in general, and 

thus cuts more deeply into the ability of language to convey 

something unique to one author's consciousness. DeLillo's 

"reconstruction" ("our reconstruction") of the scene is 

presented in a process analysis mode with cliches and dusty 

sounding phrases like "rumbled and screeched," "duteous and 

unsentimental hand," and "bump right along" which allow us 

smirking rights when we read the unquoted "Hey, hey, they 

said" and realize the DeLillo's play with the idea of 

authorial subjectivity. Foucault points out that these 

seemingly unalterable renderings are also incapable of being 

drawn by a knowing author or subject below: 

the statements of the novel do not have the same 

subject when they provide, as if from the outside, the 

historical and spatial setting of the story, when they 

describe things that would seem to be an anonymous, 

invisible, neutral individual who moves magically among 

the characters of the novel, or when they provide, as 

if by an immediate, internal decipherment, the verbal 

version of what is silently experienced by the 

character. (AK 93) 
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This passage draws attention to the dubious prospect of any 

objective reconstruction, something outside and beyond an 

outward philosophical statement in which even the most 

readily fooled of a reader might see the play of iterable 

intertexts. This is because it seems to have a benign role 

in the work, something akin to mere description of action 

and setting, and incapable of really being affected by 

ambient white noise, and thus capable of greater 

verisimilitude. 

Even more important is the tonal shift in the last 

chapter between Wilder's escapades on the interstate and the 

two scenes to follow: the crowd watching the sunset from the 

overpass and the suppressed enthusiasm of the activity in 

the supermarket. Although we are used to the first-person 

voice of Jack rendering the action of the novel, it is 

subdued in the Wilder section, almost omniscient. Then we 

hear Jack come alive when he says, "We go to the underpass 

all the time. Babette, Wilder and I," because it sounds so 

personal, elemental, and knowing (324), as if he now is in 

the position of returning from the mountain with some new 

ideas because of the death of Mink. But shortly after this 

lead, we are hear the postmodern blues again as we are told, 

"Some people are scared by the sunsets, some determined to 

be elated, but most of us don't know how to feel, are ready 

to go either way" (324). Much more is at play here beyond 
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not knowing how to feel, or being confused by the lurid 

resplendence of a postmodern sunset. Being confused is one 

thing. Being confused and unaware that this will be the norm 

is another: 

The drivers could not quite comprehend. In their 

knotted posture, belted in, they knew this picture did 

not belong to the hurtling consciousness of the 

highway, the broad-ribboned modernist stream. In speed 

there was sense. In signs, in patterns, in split

second lives. What did it mean, this little rotary 

blur? Some force in the world had gone awry (323). 

The white noise of White Noise intimates an intangible 

murmur that is more than something just beyond the reach of 

our ability to discover. 

When the people of Blacksmith are exposed to the 

Airborne Toxic Event, one of the symptoms they show is the 

feeling of deja vu. Murray's theory of deja vu is 

strikingly similar to Foucault's episteme in that it is a 

metacognitive template. At the same time, it is also a 

system in which we have yet to acquire the original vision 

or structure because it has not happened yet; its origin is 

"supernatural": 
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Why do we think these things happened before? Simple. 

They did happen before, in our minds, as visions of the 

future. Because these are precognitions, we can't fit 

the material into our system of consciousness as it is 

now structured. This is basically supernatural stuff. 

We're seeing into the future but haven't learned how to 

process the experience. So it stays hidden until the 

precognition comes true, until we come face to face 

with the event. Now we are free to remember it, to 

experience it as familiar material." (151) 

This "supernatural stuff" is made manifest to the citizens 

of Blacksmith "[b]ecause death is in the air, 

liberating suppressed material" (151). In the last scene of 

the novel we find that the people in the supermarket are 

"hearing" the "[l]anguage of waves and radiation, or how the 

dead speak to the living" (326). wilcox asserts that Jack's 

fear of death still offers a feeling that Jack is "alive" in 

the sense that he has not been entirely dylared into 

submission by the semiotics of the electronic catscanning 

equipment that removes him from death (364). LeClair, 

however, sees Jack's position at the end as more mystical 

and problematic, and this is perhaps the strength of the 

novel: 
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Jack's final words imply that he may be reduced to 

accept the uncertain activity below the surface of our 

perceptions, activity that may--and only may--mean that 

the world of the living and the world of the dead are 

not wholly separate, closed off (229). 

Perhaps LeClair's vision of the mystery of the waves and 

radiation can be complicated by one more level of figurative 

abstraction, the abstraction of an episteme based on the 

bedrock of deja vu that leaves no a priori traces for the 

even the most ardent archaeologist to discover. Even when 

we are aware that there are structures that are submerged in 

our consciousness, DeLillo leaves us with an enigma that 

could only be "understood" when we return to what Foucault 

describes as "that region where death prowls, where thought 

is extinguished, where the promise of origin interminably 

recedes" (OT 383). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RATNER'S STAR: "A PATTERN THAT ENTAILS PURPOSE" 

Don DeLillo's Ratner's Star is a systems novel that 

explores the efforts of a group of mathematicians, who are 

working in an organization called Field Experiment Number 

One, to decode a signal from a distant star, Ratner's Star. 

The message is believed to have been sent throughout the 

universe by intelligent life. The main character is Billy 

Twillig, a fourteen-year-old mathematician, who has been 

retained by the head of Field Experiment Number One to 

assist in the deciphering of the message. 

In this chapter, I show how the systems of mathematics 

that DeLillo's mathematicians become lost in are analogous 

to the systems of thought based on discourse that are found 

in all forms of our civilization. I will rely primarily on 

Michel Foucault's work in his archeology of ideas to provide 

an enhanced understanding of DeLillo's effort to "weave this 

secret life of mankind into the action of the book in the 

form of a history of mathematics" (Anything 86). 

To become a formal system, or as Foucault says, to 

cross over to a "level of formalization," a discourse must 

"define the axioms necessary to it, the elements that it 

uses, the propositional structures that are legitimate to 

it, and the transformations that it accepts" (AK 187). The 
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only model for this episteme or paradigm, according to 

Foucault, is mathematics (AK 188). Mathematics can be 

understood as the purest form of abstraction in that it only 

has to satisfy the problems it proposes and oftentimes does 

so in a manner that has no concrete application; thus there 

are no "exterior" criteria it has to meet in order for it to 

be internally consistent. Mathematics is more abstract than 

philosophy, as Richard Rorty points out, because even the 

most abstract concepts in Western epistemology are based on 

concrete metaphors: 

The picture which holds traditional philosophy 

captive is that of the mind as a great mirror, 

containing various representations--some accurate, 

some not--and capable of being studied by pure, 

nonempirical methods. (12) 

with this worldly image in place, Rorty describes the 

efforts of philosophers since the age of the Greeks as an 

attempt to fine tune this idea by systematicallY describing 

what can and cannot be seen in the mirror of the mind. 

Foucault, like Rorty, has also demonstrated how the 

metaphors of philosophy and science are often based on 

metaphor. 
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Foucault tells us in his early (1964) essay "Nietzsche, 

Freud, Marx" how these three players signaled a profound 

change in the way the plenitude of language can obscure 

rather than enlighten us in our philosophical quests. The 

essence of this essay is that signs are surface phenomena of 

other surface phenomena: 

If interpretation can never be brought to an end, it is 

simply because there is nothing left to interpret. 

There is nothing absolutely primary to interpret, 

because at bottom everything is already interpretation. 

Each sign is in itself not the thing that presents 

itself to interpretation, but the interpretation of the 

other signs. (64) 

The surface phenomenon for Marx was his interpretation of 

the capitalists' means of production, not the means of 

production itself. Freud interpreted the symptoms and 

dreams of his patients, the manifestations of unknown 

illnesses: 

Anorexia, for example, is not sent back . . . to 

weaning, as the signifier would refer ... to the 

signified; but anorexia as sign, as symptom to 

interpret, refers to the fantasies of the false 



maternal breast, which is itself an interpretation. 

(65) 
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Nietzsche is the most vigorous of the challengers, as he is 

specifically concerned with the interpretation of language 

and the way it is used to mask the self-interest of the 

powerful. The one who becomes aware of the manifold 

interpretations of language in Nietzsche's scheme does so 

"not because he makes himself master of a sleeping truth in 

order to utter it, but because he declares the 

interpretation that all truth has the function of 

concealing" 65). Nietzsche demonstrates how interpretation 

can be a tool of malice, because "words, justice, the binary 

classification of Good and Evil, that is to say, signs, are 

masks" (66). 

It is in "Nietzsche, Genealogy, and History" that 

Foucault compares his "archaeology" with the "genealogy" of 

Nietzsche, thus suggesting the profound influence that 

Nietzsche has had on his thinking. Perhaps the most notable 

feature of this essay is the battering of the notion of any 

metaphysical "origin" (Nietzsche's Ursprung). Both 

philosophers see the hisi:orian's task of "attempt[ing] to 

capture the exact essence of things, their purest 

possibilities, and their carefully protected identities" as 

a useless enterprise because, if the historian "listens to 



history," he will find "'something altogether different' 

behind things." For example, when 
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[e]examining the history of reason, he learns that it 

was born in an altogether "reasonable" fashion--from 

chance; devotion to truth and the precision of 

scientific methods arose from the passion of scholars, 

their reciprocal hatred, their fanatical and unending 

discussions, and their spirit of competition--the 

personal conflicts that slowly forged the weapons of 

reason. (Language 142) 

The word "weapons" is used here to characterize "reason" in 

a pejorative manner; reason is like the "truth" mentioned 

above because it has the "the function of concealing" the 

fact that language and the ideas constructed from it are 

arbitrary. The notion that the "true origin" of an idea has 

finally been discovered and that it conforms with the 

teleology of the status guo is merely a discovery of 

convenience. The task of Foucault's genealogist is not to 

show how each "new" idea is somehow a manifestation of an 

ancient abiding truth that has a universal application, but 

to demonstrate how ideas in different historical epochs are 

the function of "the endlessly repeated play of dominations" 

(142) by those who are able to channel and redirect the 
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basic rules of discourse, "to replace those who had used 

them, to disguise themselves so as to pervert them, invert 

their meaning, and redirect them against those who had 

initially imposed them" (Language 151). 

These rules are the discursive practices that Foucault 

labors to define in The Archaeology of Knowledge. 

Foucault's archaeology, a concept that stands on the 

shoulders of Nietzsche's genealogy, is concerned with what 

can and cannot be said in a era. What is more important 

then the content of a statement or a text is that it was 

produced, accepted, and understood during the time of its 

production. While historians traditionally champion notions 

such as the spirit of the age, its mythology, mores, or 

accepted norms of academic inquiry to establish this, 

Foucault asserts that it is the discursive formations that 

speakers unknowingly adhere to and that operate in a space 

beneath these entities that determines the viability of a 

statement or a series of statements (enonces). 

A statement is for the most part defined by negation. 

It is not a proposition (a unit of logical analysis), or a 

sentence (a unit of grammatical analysis), nor can it be 

thought of as an "atomic statement-with its apparent 

meaning, its origin, its limits, and its individuality" 

(Archaeology 106). statements can best be understood as 

fields of texts that perform their functions within a set of 
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rules of formation that determine how new statements can by 

produced and accepted. statements are not necessarily 

restricted to constructs of language; they can also be 

tables, maps, and diagrams. One important aspect that 

allows for the emergence of a statement is that a statement 

must have a referential or a domain of possible objects. 

It is linked to a referential that is made up not of 

'things', 'facts', 'realities', or 'beings', but laws 

of possibility, rules of existence for the objects that 

are named, designated, or described within it, and for 

the relations that are affirmed or denied in it. 

(Archaeology 91) 

Abiding objects do not exist outside of our thoughts, 

waiting to be discovered like Newton's supposed epiphany 

about gravity; they are placed before us by statements that 

depend on a referential that "defines the possibilities of 

appearance and delimitation of what gives meaning to a 

sentence" (Archaeology 91). The sentence "Colourless green 

ideas sleep furiously" would be considered meaningless and 

not emerge as a statement in a society if the referential 

domain required that statements refer to "some visible 

reality," but it might be accepted if the referential 

allowed for a set of objects that could be found in "a dream 
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a poetic text . . . a coded message . . . [or 

something] spoken by a drug addict" (Archaeology 90). Thus, 

the statements that were produced by Newton in his positing 

of the theory of gravity and his attendant "invention" of 

calculus to explain the "laws" of gravity gave truth value 

to the concept of gravity and created modern physics and 

many of its objects. 

A discursive formation that is made up of a series of 

statements is somewhat like the deep structure in Chomsky's 

transformational grammar in that the subject can easily 

produce a variety of sentences without having to consciously 

analyze their structure before letting them go, but at the 

same time, these structures are a product of a rigorous set 

rules of transformation. What makes this such a satisfying 

analogy is that in both systems, the statements operate 

without the designs and aspirations of human subjects, even 

though they are uttered by human subjects as they are 

"always already" in a discursive formation. 

The analysis of statements operates . . . without 

reference to a cogito. It does not pose the question 

of the speaking subject, who reveals or who conceals 

himself in what hesays, who in speaking, exercises his 

sovereign freedom . . . it is situated at the level of 

the 'it is said' ... the totality of things said, the 



relations, the regularities, and the transformations 

that may be observed in them. (Archaeology 122) 
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These rules of formation that allow for the totality of 

things said (and nothing more) also hold that any statement 

made by a speaker is a statement that already defines the 

speaker before he occupies it. The "subject" who makes an 

utterance is "not the speaking consciousness, not the author 

of the formulation, but a position that may be filled in 

certain conditions by various individuals" (Archaeology 

115). statements are not formed around a unique speaking 

subject, but around a set of rules and relationships that 

allow for the emergence of an array of subjective positions. 

The subject can only enter into a specific discursive 

formation if he does so by assuming a certain role. The 

measured and sober discourse of a diplomat that is meant to 

convey a serious communique will only be "heard" if he 

assumes a disposition that is commensurate with the message. 

The protocol of a diplomat cannot be one that is silly, 

feckless, or that presents a persona that does not appear to 

be immersed in the gravity of the situation if he delivers a 

message that warns of the danger of war. 

What also makes a statement a statement is how it fits 

into the rules of formation that has allowed for the 

viability of the other statements in the network that makes 
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up the discursive formation. A statement is a series of 

signs if it relates to another series of signs; as it exists 

by itself, it has no reality because it is not placed in a 

system of regulations or field of use. It cannot be 

identified in isolation. Different statements mean 

different things when their "borders [are] peopled by other 

statements" (Archaeology 93), and this concept of the 

statement is important because it describes the function or 

event nature of discourse without bogging it down in 

concrete regularities that obscure the hidden rules of 

formation that condition discursive practice. The analysis 

of statements by an archaeologist demands that the statement 

be seen as an indicator of a power structure that allowed 

the statement to corne into existence, "to have left traces, 

and perhaps to remain there, awaiting the moment when they 

[the statements] might be of use once more" (Archaeology 

109). This is something akin to a set of mathematical 

formulations suggested in "What is an Author?," discussed 

above, that do not depend on their relationship to the "real 

world," but on their relationship to each other and to the 

algebraic rules that generate them. 

McGee has cited this aspect of Foucault's theory of the 

statement in his work to demonstrate his own belief in the 

form of historical inquiry that is consonant with Foucault's 

archaeology. The synchronic play of ideographs (McGee's 
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term for enonce), the simultaneity of affect of ideographs 

as they modify each other in a text, suggests a field theory 

that is opposed to the diachronic or vertical 

representations that "distort our thinking by [making us 

believe] that a rationalization of a particular historical 

meaning is 'pure,' the truth of the matter" ("Ideograph" 9). 

An ideograph . is always understood in its relation 

to another; it is defined tautologically by using other 

terms in its cluster. If we accept that there are 

three or four or however many possible meanings for 

"equality," each with its currency and legitimacy, we 

distort the nature of the ideological dispute by 

ignoring the fact that equality is made meaningful, not 

within the clash of multiple usages, but rather in its 

relation with "freedom." ("Ideograph" 14) 

To understand ideograph such as "freedom" or "equality" 

diachronically is to believe that they have existed 

throughout history as unchanging entities, a notion quickly 

undermined by our knowledge of how these terms have changed 

in meaning in the two hundred years of our republic 

("republic", of course, being another example of an 

ideograph) . 

Foucault is ultimately asking his archaeologist not 
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only to divorce himself from the desire to discount the 

value of a statement if it fails to offer "the truth," but 

also to keep from dismissing a statement if it does not make 

sense to him. This practice is based on the belief in the 

material nature of a statement and its ability to posit "a 

relationship to a domain of objects" (Archaeology 108) and 

the epistemology, sense of power relations, and ethical 

positioning of a certain moment that might be at odds with 

an archaeologist's own notions of these categories. What 

makes a statement material is that it is repeatable in 

contexts different from the original context of its first 

emergence: 

Instead of something said once and for all--and lost in 

the past like the result of a battle, a geological 

catastrophe, or the death of a king--the statement as 

it emerges in its materiality, appears with a status, 

enters various networks and various fields of use, is 

subjected to transferences or modifications, is 

integrated into operations and strategies in which its 

identity is maintained or effaced. (Archaeology 105) 

It has been pointed out that a statement's "material 

repeatability" (Archaeology 105) separates the unifying 

field of the speech from the text of the speech itself 
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because "it is possible to reconstruct the nature, scope, 

and consequence of rhetoric by analyzing 'speech' even when 

'speaker,' 'audience,' 'occasion,' and 'change' dissipate 

into half-remembered history" (McGee "Materialist's" 39). 

Although it will mean something different in a different 

field of use, it is as palpable because it is produced and 

becomes "something" and then it can by reused again, 

repeated, becoming an "object of power and desire" as 

evidenced by the fact that it was reappropriated or 

reproduced in another context (McDonell 548). McGee 

suggests the same for the statement reappropriated in the 

field of rhetoric, "because of its pragmatic presence, our 

inability safely to ignore it at the moment of its impact" 

("Materialist's" 29). 

Lisa Cooper cites Richard Nixon's "Checkers Speech" to 

demonstrate the materiality or what she calls the "infinity 

of the present" of a speech act. The situation that Nixon 

entered and his response to it established a norm in 

American political life that is still, to a large degree, in 

effect. Politicians have to respond to situations regarding 

their private lives. Not to respond will not be tolerated 

by the electorate. Cooper points out that politicians such 

as Thomas Eagleton, Gary Hart, and Edward Kennedy who did 

not appear to publicly respond in earnest have had their 

political careers significantly curtailed or entirely 
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ruined. The practice that "requires revealing some part of 

the self previously held private" also aided Oliver North as 

it mitigated the public's reaction to his admission that he 

did tell a number of lies while under oath (14). The 

objects, roles, and contexts of this practice assumed by 

Nixon are a testament to the repeated materiality of his 

speech before the nation. 

Any set of linguistic signs distinguished by these four 

conditions--referentiality, the position filled by the 

subject, synchronicity, and materiality--is a statement. A 

discourse or a discursive formation will be a set of 

statements that are formed by the same set of rules that are 

based on these four conditions, or what Foucault calls the 

historical a priori. And everything that can be spoken of 

within a discursive formation that is based on the 

historical a priori Foucault calls savoir, the epistemic 

kind of knowledge detailed above in the example of the Port 

Royalists. Foucault's savoir is contrasted with 

connaissance, the formal knowledge or corpus of a discipline 

such as the empirical assumptions about the anatomical 

functions of a mammal: "Savoir refers to the conditions that 

are necessary in a particular period for this or that type 

of object to be given to connaissance and for this or that 

enunciation to be formulated" (Archaeology 15). 

Foucault spends so much of his energy describing the 
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systems of the statement because he is trying to show the 

discursive space that defines where speaking subjects engage 

in the discursive formations. 

The very notion of subjectivity itself is challenged by 

Foucault, and he cites Nietzsche as the first philosopher to 

understand that the interpretive process of language lies in 

the space between the subject and the object. The 

falsifying structure of the sentence with its subject

predicate form provides the basis for our belief that there 

is a subject independent of the event that has something to 

do with constituting the event. Interpretation is an 

ongoing activity independent of a subject and object. 

Nietzsche sees that subjectivity is linked to 

consciousness and the formation of consciousness was a 

relatively recent event in the history of man. It was 

out of the need to communicate to others, a product of 

society as opposed to the need of a subject to withdraw 

born 

and 

to speculate. An infant's need to cry out and make demands 

on others allows for the notion of subject and object. He 

must generate something from inside, something that will 

eventually evolve into syntactical units that are made up of 

a subject and a predicate, and move it outside. without 

expressing his need he will perish. Adults living in social 

organizations need to express their needs to others as well, 

and as primitive man began to live in larger and more 
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consciousness arose: 
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The emergence of our sense impressions into our own 

consciousness, the ability to fix them and, as it were, 

exhibit them externally, increased proportionately with 

the need to communicate them to others by means of 

signs. The human being inventing signs is at the same 

time the human being who is ever more conscious of 

himself. (The Gay Science 299) 

What is important to Nietzsche here is the idea that 

consciousness is a product of our society, not our inward 

states. Because we must use words that others will 

recognize, these are the words of others, as, 

consciousness does not really belong to man's 

individual existence but rather to his social or herd 

nature. Consequently, given the best will in the world 

to understand ourselves as individually as possible, 

"to know ourselves," each of us will always succeed in 

becoming conscious only of what is not individual but 

"average." (The Gay Science 299) 

consciousness is built paradoxically on a lexicon imposed 
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from the outside. Here is where Nietzsche differs from 

Kant, Descartes, and the phenomenologists who come after 

him; it is wishful thinking to believe that we can 

understand ourselves better than the outside world, that we 

can clear our minds from things outside us and know 

ourselves. 

The reason that Nietzsche fears the view of the "herd" 

is that it inhibits any speaker or reader of a text from 

acquiring the spiritual freedom he needs to overcome the 

shackles of the past and to make his own way in the world. 

Any adherence to a metaphysical system, a truth, that 

resides outside of man and thus seems to have an inherent 

power because it is not imbued with man's felt weaknesses, 

is in fact a pointless enterprise because we have 

manufactured and then reinterpreted these metaphysical 

systems based on our world views, and becasue our 

perspectives have been constituted by the laws of others 

that we have internalized. Because language is the basis for 

all thought, all forms of thought are suspect. For a 

scientist to think of himself as above religion because he 

can repeat his experiments and thus be objective is as 

fatuous a belief as that of a man who uses his religion, his 

metaphysical notions of right or wrong, to justify his 

disemboweling a pagan. 

Because the genesis of language is unknown, because 
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words have been interpreted and reinterpreted and have thus 

evolved from their origins of primitive cries, gestures, and 

onomatopoeia, they have lost their ability to direct man's 

thoughts back on the unknown, on his origin: "he fails to 

advance towards that place where man's being is always 

maintained, in relation to man himself, in a remoteness and 

a distance that constitute him" (Order 336). But man is 

"always already" in the world in the sense that what he 

knows through language and society allows him to structure 

space and time in a way that gives him a feeling for his 

place among whatever surrounds him. As Foucault puts it, 

Man is cut off from the origin that would make him 

contemporaneous with his own existence: amid all the 

things that are born in time and no doubt die in time, 

he, cut off from all origin, is already there. (Order 

332) 

Because man can live in the world and communicate his needs, 

can be "always already" or "already there," but cannot look 

through the discursive formations that allows him to do so, 

the shroud of words that allows him to see but not to see 

beyond his present practical circumstances, his finitude is 

underscored and the nature of his origin becomes "what 

thought has yet to think" (Order 332). 
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Foucault asserts that the modern idea of man "an 

invention of recent date" (Order 382). Foucault's "The 

Analytic of Finitude" is based on the idea that man now 

realizes that the burden is on him to organize knowledge, 

that he is not merely discovering God's architecture, but is 

the architect himself. Because he is aware of limitations 

in doing this, aware of his "finitude," he knows more about 

himself in an epistemological sense and is therefore better 

suited to the task of artifice building because he 

understands his limitations. Man has moved forward, yet is 

ultimately assigned the disquieting status of a creature 

that will never know. What Foucault wishes for us to 

understand finally is that only when we realize the finitude 

of our discourses will we get some sense for the Other, that 

which we are separated from, that which is outside of the 

Same, or all that we know. 

There are profound ramifications in this thinking. To 

really understand ourselves we would have to unknow 

ourselves. When a subject looks upon an object and makes 

pronouncements about it relative to himself, he fails to see 

that this acquired notion of that object has entered into 

his own thinking and thus tainted his view of it. To 

"unknow" ourselves, we would have to return to that time in 

our history where we were preconscious, before the ideas 

about ourselves that we have acquired through the web of 
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language, historical and cultural associations that surround 

us entered into our "knowing". We cannot "unknow" ourselves 

because we already "know". 

To get back to this place we would have to have a new 

language that is not made up of subjects and objects. Danto 

suggests that a pure Nietzschean language would consist of 

verbs and adverbs only because the world is actually 

"composed of pulsations rather than things that pulse" 

(172). Nietzsche's idea of the "will to power" is based on 

such pUlsations and these pulsations exist in all of us. 

The will to power is simply a collective name for all that 

exists; everything is composed of separate wills to power in 

flux, shifting centers of power that will to increase their 

powers over the surrounding environment. Nietzsche is 

positing a way of being that will not be bound to the past 

or the metaphysical reality imposed out of the past onto the 

present by the language residing outside. This is a form of 

life that can just react, that can negotiate the environment 

without the binding notion of subjectivity, of reflexive 

consciousness wrought by syntax and words that mask reality. 

Foucault lauds Nietzsche's will to power and sees it as the 

force that will displace man as the anthropological subject 

and free him from his felt need to attach himself to a 

metaphysical truth. 
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Perhaps we should see the first attempt at this 

uprooting of Anthropology--to which, no doubt, 

contemporary thought is dedicated--in the Nietzschean 

experience: by means of philogical critique, by means 

of a certain form of biologism, Nietzsche rediscovered 

the point at which man and God belong to one another, 

at which the death of the second is synonymous with the 

disappearance of the first, and at which the promise of 

the superman signifies first and foremost the imminence 

of the death of man. (Order 342) 

with the "death of God" we have a death of the abstraction 

of any universal and abiding truth--whether it take the form 

of region, science, morality, or theory of history--for 

"man" to cling to for survival. Foucault's "death of man" 

does not mean the biological death of a species, but the end 

of the notion that representation exists so that man can 

order things around himself; it is the death of the subject 

of man, the center of all discourse. Left in the wake of 

this event will be the "superman" who pulsates and swims in 

Dionysian flux that escapes the net of language and is free 

from the rigidity of human reason and subjectivity. 

Charles Molesworth asserts that the driving force 

behind Ratner's star is that the tidy abstractions found in 
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all the mathematic theorizing in the novel make us feel that 

there must be a "pattern that entails purpose" (147). The 

seduction of mathematics is perhaps the most prevalent 

feature in Ratner's star. When the mathematicians fail to 

decipher the message that they believe comes from Ratner's 

star, they turn inward. Instead, they begin to design a 

metamathematical message--a message in which "[c]ontent is 

not the issue" (416)--that will control all future attempts 

to explain different systems of mathematical communication. 

From the concrete they move to the abstract in a futile 

gesture of reducing the different to the same. When Billy 

Twillig finally does decipher the message using simple 

arithmetic, he is looked on with disdain. Robert Softly, 

the director of Field Experiment Number One, the 

mathematician who is leading the metamathematical charge, 

tells Billy that all the problems in the world can be solved 

by moving away from the world: 

We can measure the gravity of events by tracing 

the increasingly abstract nature of terminology. 

One more level of vagueness and that could be it. 

It's not just a localized thing either. We're 

dealing with global euphemisms now. Exactly how 

soon it'll break out depends on when x, 

representing the hostile will of one set of 
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nations, and y, the opposing block, slip out of 

equilibrium in terms of capability and restraint 

coefficients. We could frame any number of cutie

pie equations but we've got more important work to 

do. (281) 

While the mathematicians in Ratner's star are cornie and seem 

extreme in their pronouncements about the value of moving 

from one "level" of "vagueness" to another, the history of 

science is abundant with communities of scientists who have 

felt the same way: 

A scientific theory is usually felt to be better 

than its predecessors not only in the sense that 

it is a better instrument for discovering and 

solving puzzles but also because it is somehow a 

better representation of what nature is really 

like. One often hears that successive theories 

grow ever closer to, or approximate more and more 

closely to, the truth. Apparently generalizations 

like that refer not to the puzzle-solutions and 

the concrete predictions derived from a theory but 

rather to its ontology, to the match, that is, 

between the entities with which the theory 

populates nature and what is "really there." 
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(Kuhn 206) 

While the "entities that populate nature" in softly's 

paradigm--the "coefficients" of the "hostile will" and 

"capability and restraint" of "sets" of nations--fail to 

tell us anything about what is "really there," they possess 

the romance of the abstract that Billy's "cutie-pie 

equations" lack, even though Billy's idea works. 

Ironically it is Shazar Ratner himself, the aging and 

infirm physicist whom the star is named after, who realizes 

the conundrum such a pattern of thinking can produce. He 

advises Billy, in what is for all intents and purposes a 

private audience, that he won't be able to understand the 

universe if he allows himself to think only that 

"[e]verything in the universe works on the theory of 

opposites" (219), or the same and the different. Ratner 

appears to be able to transgress the membrane that 

demarcates the Same from the other by going into "mystical 

states": 

I pass beyond the opposites of the world and 

experience only the union of these opposites in a 

radiant burst of energy. I call it a burst. What 

else can I call it? . . . To see what it looks 

like outside the universe, you go into a trance or 
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two. (219) 

To transgress or "burst" through the limits of the Same, 

Ratner relies on "mystical interpretations, oral and 

written. These exist beneath the main body of thought and 

writings" (219). Mystical stuff to be sure, but not unlike 

the spirit that Foucault lauds in writers like Artaud and 

Roussel whose own mystical texts possess a style that seems 

to "burst" beyond what most of us are able to sense as they 

use a language that "re-apprehend[s]" our everyday speech 

"in the plastic violence of shock, [then] is referred back 

to the cry, to the tortured body, to the materiality of 

thought, to the flesh" (OT 383). 

While Billy is able to sense the lunacy in the 

teleological obsessions of others, he is often trapped 

inside his own artifices: 

As a mathematician he was free for subjection to 

reality, free to impose his ideas and designs of his 

own test environment. The only valid standard for his 

work, its critical point (zero or infinity), was the 

beauty it possessed, the deft strength of his 

mathematical reasoning. The work's ultimate value was 

simply what it revealed about the nature of his 

intellect. What was at stake, in effect, was his own 
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principle of intelligence or individual consciousness; 

his identity, in short.. The work gradually 

reveals its attachment to the charged particles of 

other minds, men now historical, the rediscovered dead; 

to the main structure of mathematical thought; perhaps 

even to reality itself, the so-called sum of things. 

It is possible to stand in one's own pinewood dust and 

admire one's own veronicas and pavanes. (117-18) 

Twillig is aware of the intertextuality of his own thoughts 

and how he stands on the shoulders of mathematicians from 

yesteryear, but he still allows himself to feel, however 

tentatively, that he is closing in on "reality itself." In 

his essay "What is an Author," Foucault undermines the 

notion that a mathematician can really have an original 

thought because he or she is "situated in the field of the 

already existing or yet-to-appear mathematical discourses" 

(113). The mathematical solutions that one "discovers" are 

merely a continuation of "already existing" 

unfinished computations and proofs that are taken up as one 

generation of mathematicians hands the piece of chalk to the 

next generation of mathematicians. 

Foucault is not concerned with "things"; things are 

functions of words which are ultimately composed by other 

words that do not necessarily parse the world as neatly as 
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"we" believe. Humans are only a medium: language is what 

"is" and "thinks" through the vector of the human species. 

It is the rare "mystic" who seems to realize this and move 

into the Other. Billy fails to see this as he is able to 

"stand in [his] own pinewood dust and admire [his] own 

veronicas and pavanes." 

In an interview with Tom LeClair, DeLillo stressed the 

importance of the style and structure of Ratner's star and 

the way it diminished the influence of the subject: 

I was trying to produce a book that would be naked 

structure. The structure would be the book and 

vice versa. I wanted the book to become what it 

is about. Abstract structures and connective 

patterns. A piece of mathematics, in short. To 

do this I felt I had to reduce the importance of 

people. (Anything 86) 

Few of the characters in the novel survive the chapter they 

are introduced in. In many ways they seem to be 

coefficients in one large equation. The characters that 

have more enduring roles seem to come in and out of the text 

not so much by their own choosing but by a need to hear what 

others say, as if they are trapped inside a large, 

discordant equation, only able to see one variable at a 
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time. DeLillo's frequent use of space breaks and his abrupt 

interweaving of different narratives and non-narrative text 

further suggests fragmentation in the lives of the 

"protagonists." 

Daniel Aaron describes the DeLillo's prose as "simp"fe, 

severe, and intense," a prose that strives for "precision as 

a language," pursues "connective patterns and significant 

form" and offers "manifold freedom in the very strictness 

it persistently upholds" (78). This is often found in 

dialogue. In a conversation between Billy's parents, the 

terse and mechanical quality of an equation is used to 

describe the murder of a man found outside their home in 

Brooklyn: 

"Who was it?" Faye said. 

"Alphonso Rackey." 

"Do I know him?" 

"Fishnet shirt." 

"Wears a T-shirt underneath?" 

"Him. " 

"Do they know who did it?" she said. 

"There was talk his brother-in-law. I overheard a 

remark or two being passed. Common Saturday night 

occurrence." 

"Overheard who--cops?" 



"Ballistics team." 

"Then what happened?" 
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"They marked the body," he said. "It was spread up 

and down four or five steps, so it took them a while to 

mark it." 

"Then what?" 

"Put him in a body bag and carried him down. Three 

patrolmen. Two front, one rear." 

"Do they have the brother-in-law in custody?" she 

said. 

"He fled the scene." (138) 

This conversation about human tragedy seems to leave the 

element of humans out of it as it is almost binary in its 

severity. It is as if the dialogue was a series of the 

"ones" and "zeros" that constitutes the "yes" and "no" 

commands found in the flow chart thinking of information 

theory. 

Verbal play of language itself is also made manifest in 

many other sections of the novel. Elux Troxl, a 

mathematician that Billy meets early in the novel, describes 

himself and Gbrk, another mathematician, with a language 

that sounds like a short-course in the evolution of language 

and the nature of signification: 
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I have appropriated for myself the nom de nom Elux 

Troxl. This is not my nom. This is merely and 

simply the sound-identity I have assigned to my 

nom. Beware of how you address remarks to him. He 

is mal y bizarro, officially rebuked many times 

for exposing his nipples to little children. A 

tragic person, very sadiensis. Of course, the law 

in such matters is far from clarid. A man's 

nipples, so to be, are not legal private parts, et 

so on. Just be sure to speak in tones genitivo 

and get not too close. He smells like a foot, 

that over there. His whole body is like one large 

nonshapen foot in terms of odorifens. (144) 

Not only does this passage demonstrate the capacity for 

discourse to display the arbitrary nature of its own form, 

it also shows how language can be extended into the realm of 

social praxis. Here we see how discourse can enable one 

social group to identify itself and the norms under which it 

operates relative to other social groups it wishes to 

exclude and to place at the margins of society. In this 

manner, Troxl attempts to describe Gbrk's social habits as 

unsavory. As Foucault has drawn our attention in much of 

his work to the way the same is separated from the different 

in a fashion that has allowed one group to marginalize 
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another, DeLillo demonstrates how language can be 

manipulated to harass "migrant indigents." Because they 

"resist" the "tagging" by government scientists who make 

"early dawn sweeps across the urban centers", they become 

"fatigued" and "exhausted." Kyzl, the head of security for 

Field Experiment Number one, explains that because 

"[e)xhausted people are known to be dangerous" (emphasis 

added), countermeasures were warranted. In the staid and 

rational discourse of a modern police state operation, Krzl 

defends the regulating action against the "exhausted": 

Applied force is sanctioned by most confederations 

of the destitute. This is first-hand from 

personal experience that we utilized optional 

weaponry and never inflicted as we say 

incommensurate pain. Pain inflicted had to be 

equal to the threat to our persons. There's a 

difference between exhaustion and lethargy. 

Exhausted people are known to be dangerous. They 

don't display the torpor and stupor of people who 

follow the sun by the truckload, making them easy 

to tag. So the question of fatigue is double

edged, commingled with the language problem, and 

many experts on dialect proceeded forth into the 

urban enclaves to explain to the indigents that 
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this was all a study to learn more about their 

migratory patterns. A funded study. But they 

resisted the code markers. They fought with their 

teeth and feet. In our lightly armored vehicles 

we conversed among ourselves. "How tired they all 

seem," we said. (189) 

Mathematics and language are not the only systems that 

are guilty of creating a "pattern that entails purpose." 

Jean Venable, the resident journalist for Field Experiment 

Number One, decides in a flash of epiphany that fiction 

shall be her metier because it allows her the same control 

that mathematicians fall over themselves to create: "Reading 

my book will be a game with specific rules I want as long as 

there's an inner firmness and cohesion" (325). Also, the 

logic of games proper is placed into the same systems 

category as math and fiction. Robert Softly, the head of 

Logicon One, champions the game of "half-ball", a game of 

his own invention. It is an intricate artifice that looks a 

little like the game of baseball but with a much more 

elaborate scoring structure, a "meaningless formal game" 

(328) with an "abstract scheme" where "strict rules add 

dignity" (334). In half-ball, there is virtue in making an 

error--every error on the part of the team on the field 

scores a run for the defense. 
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To get back to this point we would have to have a new 

language that is not made up of subjects and objects, or the 

same and the different. For this to happen, "thought 

[has to] re-apprehend itself in its entirety, and illumine 

itself once more in the lightning flash of being" (OT 306), 

or, as Shazar Ratner tells us, we have to "go into a trance 

or two" to "see what it looks like outside the universe" as 

we transgress into the Other in a "radiant burst of energy." 

Near the end of his conversation with Billy, Ratner attempts 

to eliminate the difference between the same and the 

different when he discusses the idea of "place": 

"What is this but a place?" he said. "Nothing more 

than a place. We're both here in this place, 

occupying space. Everywhere is a place. All 

places share this quality. Is there any real 

difference between going to a gorgeous mountain 

resort with beautiful high thin waterfalls so 

delicate and ribbonlike they don't even splash 

when they hit bottom--waterfalls that plash; is 

this so different from sitting in a kitchen with 

bumpy linoleum and grease on the wall behind the 

stove across the street from a gravel pit? What 

are we talking about? Two places, that's all. 

There's nowhere you can go that isn't a place. So 
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what's such a difference? If you can understand 

this idea, you'll never be unhappy." (228) 
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APPENDIX A 

INTRODUCTION 

Because Don DeLillo's novels so neatly embody much of 

the poststructuralist discourse that serves as the basis for 

a great deal of the theoretical discussion in the field of 

rhetoric and composition, I contend that they can be used in 

the classroom as heuristic devices to allow students a sense 

for the opacity of language. 

The more traditional product approach to composition 

theory is the stuff that Foucault would rail against if he 

were a composition theorist because it fails to present 

discourse as an obscuring agent. Traditional composition 

theory rests on the belief that the individual needs to find 

her own voice by learning the rules found in composition 

textbooks and immersing herself in the models found in 

composition readers. The writer has succeeded, ironically, 

when her writing is sanctioned by the standards of the 

academy and the community of professional writers. When the 

writer reaches this stage, the writing community sees her as 

someone who is able to move words around on a page in a 

manner that most effectively conveys her ideas. This 

approach holds that language is in fact transparent, and 

that it can adequately convey the vision of an autonomous 

mind. Even the stalwart advocates of the process movement 
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such as Peter Elbow and Maxine Hairston imply that there is 

an absolute product at the end of many drafts. One of the 

epistemic benefits afforded by the writing and rewriting 

that a patient writer goes through is the production of a 

draft of words placed in an order, the right order, that 

effectively portrays the way the world actually is. The 

writer can thus be satisfied that her ideas have been 

accurately explained, that her audience is satisfied because 

its members understand the her, and that a connection has 

been made between both static entities. 

In contrast to the product/process approach, a new wave 

of writing theorists has challenged the notions of the self 

by stressing the multiple nature and ephemeral quality of 

the discursive confines of the subject's position relative 

to discourse. James Raymond has suggested that we teach our 

students to more closely examine the assumptions inherent in 

the language that they come into contact with, to look 

beyond the literal logic of statements, to sUbstitute the 

word "paradigm" for the more traditional notion of the 

Aristotelian enthymeme. What is most important, according 

to Raymond, is that students learn to 

identify the assumptions, both explicit and implicit, 

that the presumed reader of the text is expected to 

share, and to locate the paradigms, if any, that form 



140 

the basis of the argument. Thus, the ultimate question 

to ask in analyzing a piece of persuasive writing is 

not "Are its arguments valid?" but rather "What would a 

reader have to believe in order to find the arguments 

persuasive?" (150) 

By examining the rhetorical features of texts and the 

reader's position relative to them, students might better be 

able to understand how language makes meaning. 

Echoing Foucault's "What is an Author?", David 

Bartholomae writes that all student writing is a similar 

echo of those texts of which they have come into contact 

("Inventing" 143). Bartholomae and Petrosky want students 

to learn the language of the academy (and any other 

discourse community) not so they can replicate the world in 

a precise fashion, but so they can 

develop, through dialogue, an enabling language, one 

that can give students a view of themselves as readers 

and writers so that they may begin to transform the 

roles that they play. A text in our class, then, 

becomes an occasion for meaning, not a meaning in 

itself, and the possibilities for meaning in any given 

text remain open until, as a class, we see what we have 

done and begin to imagine what else might be done. Any 



reading necessarily, reduces the text, makes it less 

than it is, so that the appropriate question is not 

whether a reading is correct but whether, on the one 

hand, it is conscious of its own governing shape, 
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disciplined, and coherent. (Bartholomae "Facts" 285) 

To understand the academy the student needs to be "conscious 

of" the "governing shape" of its discourse and her 

relationship to it. students should be asked to not employ 

an absolute set of reasoning skills, but to understand the 

way language constitutes their sense of self and their 

relationship to institutions such as the academy. 

One of the primary purposes of this dissertation is to 

provide the heuristic means so that students can write 

effective essays about the way language serves as an 

organizing force in their lives. In an English 109H section 

I instructed in the Fall of 1993, the students first read 

DeLillo's White Noise, and then wrote critical analyses of 

the novel using selected secondary sources (Cantor, 

Lentricchia, Moses, Wilcox) and Kenneth Gergen's The 

Saturated Self. The papers were centered on such topics as 

nature of "white noise," the discourse of the media, and the 

phenomena of simulacra. The assignment that followed was a 

rhetorical analysis of any document generated by the 

University of Arizona that they were interested in writing 
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about. The assignment relies heavily on James Porter's 

essay "Intertexuality and the Discourse Community." The 

student paper that follows it is by Kirstin schlueter, who 

was a first-semester freshman at the University of Arizona 

when she wrote this paper. 
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J.D. Applen--English 109H sections 4 & 6 
Rhetorical Analysis 

Goals: 

* As critics, we'll be analyzing how effectively the author 
has accomplished what we perceive to be one of the meanings 
of the work. 

* As writers, we'll be focussing on creating a persuasive 
essay that examines and analyzes the author's work and 
attempts convince a reader of our understanding of the piece 
in well-developed essay. This is similar to the second unit 
in 101 where we analyzed the device used in persuasive 
communication. 

Assignment: 

write a rhetorical analysis of any document that has 
something to do with campus life. You may use a journal 
article from the library, a syllabus and set of instructions 
from another class, a textbook, a campus publication (The 
Daily wildcat, The Greek Review, The University of Arizona 
Graduate Catalogue), or any other thing that would not be 
here if there was not a University of Arizona here. You 
should have an overall thesis about the document (i.e., Boys 
Life is written in a way to demonstrate the virtues and the 
lifestyle embodied in the Boy Scout credo: "I am kind, 
trustworthy, honest ... "), and all of the rhetorical 
devices that you locate and explicate should serve to 
support your thesis. Use the criteria below to describe how 
the document you choose supports this endeavor. It should 
be six pages long. The first version is due on November 26. 
We will have conferences and the second version will be due 
on December 3. 

I think it would be a good idea to use what you know about 
Don DeLillo's White Noise in this paper. As you know, White 
Noise is in part a campus novel, and much of what we have 
talked about in the novel was based on the styles of 
discourse found at "the university." 

criteria: 

The list of criteria below have been adopted from James L. 
Porter's essay "Intertextuality and the Discourse 
Community." (Rhetoric Review, Fall 1986) 
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Identify the forum by 
Is there an expressed 
expression of belief? 
Why does it exist? 

name and organizational affiliation. 
editorial policy, philosophy, or 

What purpose does the forum serve? 

What is the disciplinary orientation? 

How large is the forum? Who are its members? Its readers? 
Its readership? 

What is the political background of the forum? Its 
political traditions? 

What reputation does the forum have among its own members? 

Who speaks/write? 

Who is granted status as speaker/writer? Who decides who 
speaks/writes in the forum? By what forum? 

What kind of people speak/write in this forum? Whose work 
or experience is most frequently cited? 

Who are the most important figure in the forum? What are 
the key words, events, or experiences that it assumes its 
members know about? 

Who are the most important figures in the forum? 

What do they speak or write about? 

To Whom Do They speak/Write? 

Who is addressed in the forum? What are the characteristics 
of the assumed audience? 

What is the audiences background assumed to be. Level of 
proficiency, experience, and knowledge of subject matter? 

What are the audience's needs assumed to be? To what use(s) 
is the audience expected to put the information? 

What are the beliefs, attitudes, values, prejudices of the 
addressed audience? 

What constitutes "validity," "evidence," "proof" in the 
forum (e.g., personal experience/observation, testing and 
measurement, theoretical or statistical analysis). What 



types of discourse does the form admit (e.g., articles, 
reviews, speeches, poems)? How long are the discourses? 

What are the dominant modes of organization? 

What formatting conventions are present: headings, tables 
and graphs, illustrations, abstracts? 

style 

What documentation is used? 

syntactic characteristics? 

Technical or specialized jargon? Abbreviations? 

Tone? What stance do writers/speakers take relative to 
audiences? 

Manuscript mechanics? 
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Kirstin Schlueter 

English 109H 

Adolf Hitler and the U of A 
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Adolf Hitler was by any standard a failure in his early 

life. He performed poorly in school, and did not gain any 

type of certificate for his education. Lazy and unwilling 

to work for his living, he survived off money left from his 

deceased mother after being repeatedly turned down by the 

Academy of Fine Arts. Hitler was disagreeable and 

temperamental, and unable to maintain personal relationships 

with anyone. But this hateful, intolerant man rose 

eventually to lead one of the most powerful movements the 

world has seen. Essentially, Hitler was master of 

persuasion. He and his officers were always clad in 

uniforms and staged huge meetings with their symbol, the 

swastika, ever present. He appealed to the German peoples' 

sense of belonging, convincing them that a nation torn apart 

by humiliating guilt and reparations set forth in the Treaty 

of Versailles could once again join together in their former 

glory. He promised economic success in an age of poverty, 

and was a master of manipulating language for his own gain. 



Reality was tossed aside in his rise to power; his own 

prosperity was his sole concern. 
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Don DeLillo understands that, however unbelievable 

Hitler's rise to power, it was a product of mastering 

propaganda. Paul Cantor explains DeLillo's portrayal of the 

rise of "Hitler Studies" in White Noise, saying that "what 

is so striking about the way Hitler is presented in the 

novel is its overall blandness . . . Hitler appears to be 

just another subject of academic discourse ... " (59). It 

is not necessarily that DeLillo sympathizes with Nazi 

Germany, but that he is attempting to portray the modern 

world as one in which anything is possible with the right 

propaganda. In fact, Jack Gladney's establishment of Hitler 

Studies at the College-on-the-Hill is based not on his 

knowledge of the subject, but on the merchandising 

possibilities that he and the chancellor foresee. They 

"merchandise the idea like a commercial product . Jack 

finds an open niche in the market and [without prior 

knowledge of the German language or expertise] exploits it 

to the fullest" (cantor 46). Thus, DeLillo has suggested 

that anything can be accepted with proper methods of 

propaganda. This idea is show though perhaps to a less 

shocking degree, in many university publications. The 

University of Arizona's Viewbook, which is sent out to 

encourage high school seniors to get to attend the U of A, 
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is an example of the kind of persuasion commonly used today 

and examined by DeLillo in White Noise. 

Of immeasurable importance in any propagandist 

technique is appearance. As was stated, the Nazis were 

masters at appearing strong in their rallies. Gladney 

understands how presenting this could give more credibility 

to his class, and describes the "showing" (as he calls it): 

Every semester I arranged for a screening of background 

footage. This consisted of propaganda films, scenes 

shot at party congresses, outtakes of mystical epics 

featuring parades of gymnasts and mountaineers--a 

collection I'd edited into an impressionistic eighty

minute documentary. Crowd scenes predominated. Close

up jostled shots of thousands of people outside a 

stadium after a Goebbels speech, people surging, 

massing, bursting through the traffic. Halls hung with 

swastika banners, with mortuary wreaths and death's-

head insignia. (25-6) 

Jack himself alter his appearance to make himself appear 

more authoritative. Jack also dresses the part of what he 

believes a professor should look like. After gaining 

weight, he decides to wear thick, dark glasses with heavy 
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lenses and then grows a beard to suggest "dignity, 

significance, and prestige" (17). Preparing for the Hitler 

conference, Gladney attempts to learn German only to 

discover that he feels "even more inauthentic than usual in 

the presence of the actual Germans: it turns out that they 

are no more capable than he of responding to the Nazi 

phenomenon with any depth" (Cantor 46). This Nazi 

"experience" is overtaken by concern with appearance; even 

the nametags are ascribed with gothic lettering. 

Such emphasis on appearance tends to devalue any attempt to 

portray reality. Truth becomes secondary to exhibition and 

is distorted in the pursuit of success. Gladney realizes 

that changing his appearance causes his identity to wither 

away as he complains of being the "false character that 

follows the name around" (17). Yet he continues his 

conformity; appearance remains all-important. The fact that 

the Hitler scholars are no more able to discuss Hitler in 

depth than Jack in effect inauthenticates the entire 

conference. It becomes instead a sort of show, or as Cantor 

calls it, "a kind of vacation" (46). And though the 

"scholars" are from different parts of the world, all look 

similar; perhaps, like Gladney, they have modeled themselves 

after the ideal appearance of a Hitler scholar and thus 

ignoring what is their own style. 

Though exaggerated in White Noise, these ideas of the 
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importance of appearance and the distortion of reality are 

paralleled in "the viewbook." Especially apparent is the 

dichotomy between the appearance of the pictures in and the 

questionable truth of their captions. One of the first 

pictures covers a page and shows a boy and girl talking 

somewhere on campus. The caption states that "bonds formed 

in college often grow into enduring friendships," perhaps a 

true statement but somewhat arbitrarily places to this 

picture. True, the two are engaged in conversation, but 

whether they are actually forming an "enduring friendship" 

is questionable. However, since appearance is more 

important than reality in works of propaganda, this 

possibility has been ignored. 

Later, there are a group of photographs where 

professors pose amidst a display of desks, paintings, 

computers, and mysterious mechanical devices assumed to be 

doing something scholarly and useful. Though captionless, 

the pictures suggest a higher realm of academia--a place 

where scholastic achievement is first and foremost. But 

would anyone know if these "advanced mechanical devices" 

were really just cardboard glued together and painted over? 

Probably not. More important is the look of intelligence on 

the professors's faces as they peer at their creations. 

The language used in the viewbook, too, can be 

deceptive. It tells the reader that "it's exciting when you 
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begin classes here and you realize you have the opportunity 

to learn with Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winners." Perhaps 

these people exist on campus, but once there is really only 

one Nobel Prize winner and two Pulitzer Prize winners, the 

chance of the reader working with one of these people is 

slim. Later, the viewbook prints a quote from an 

anthropology junior in which she claims that "Any student 

who is interested in learning--not only from books, but from 

experiences, will do well at the U of A" (3). This quote 

sounds inviting, but is far from truthful. Success at the 

university level requires more than a mere "interest in 

learning. II Additionally, it requires intelligence, desire, 

and discipline--qualities which are not mentioned in the 

section on "what [it takes] to succeed here." Finally, in 

boasting of the great diversity found in on-campus living, 

the viewbook suggests that "you're liable to be livinq two 

rooms over from a native of Calcutta who just happens to be 

a great cook. Or around the corner is a homesick New Yorker 

who has bagels shipped in from the old neighborhood. II 

(22). True, there are students here from around the 

country, but to say one is liable is to suggest that it is 

likely or probable that they will live next to such 

extraordinary people. This is yet another example of the 

manipulation of language for propagandist purposes. 

DeLillo is also aware that an appeal to the sense of 
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belonging is important in propagandist material. He knows 

that there is a "component of group psychology in the 

psychology of fascism" (Cantor 48). Part of Hitler's 

success was due to his exploitation of the German's feeling 

of abandonment and lack of community. By offering the 

people a renewed sense of belonging, he secured their trust. 

Cantor suggests that in White Noise, the "Hitler Studies" 

class focuses on this phenomenon, as is clear when Gladney 

describes the films as scenes "that revealed a geometric 

longing, the formal notation of some powerful mass desire" 

(26). The longing was one for a sense of community; a 

community that is attainable "only if it is rooted in myth 

or error; if one wants the truth and rationality, one will 

have to pay for it in the form of widespread anomie and 

rootlessness" (Cantor 50). In Hitler's time, the members of 

the Gladney family seem most united in their talks which are 

regularly based on what Jack calls "factual error" (18). 

Jack terms the family the "cradle of the world's 

misinformation" and notes that the "strongest family units 

exist in the least developed societies" (81-2). 

This dilemma is found to be present with an analytical 

look at the viewbook. Repeated attempts to make the 

University of Arizona sound as if it is a "place of 

belonging" are found. However, to convince the reader of 

the community feeling found on campus, truth must be 
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essentially ignored. One page shows a picture of the 

Student Health Center with the caption elegantly reading 

that "red brick buildings and mission tile roofs create a 

sense of community on campus," suggesting that the buildings 

themselves can make one feel accepted. In the "Life After 

Classes" section, the book assures the reader that if he 

were to live in a residence hall, he would "never get 

lonely," an unrealistic statement considering that the 

majority of residents in the dormitories are homesick 

freshman. 

Other statements also glorify a sense of belonging, 

though to a less fabricated extent. Published is a quote by 

a family studies sophomore in which she claims that: 

The campus itself is a community builder. What I 

love about it is that the entire campus is centered 

around one mall area and every time students walk down 

the mall they are bound to experience something new and 

interesting. It's inevitable that you'll bump into a 

bunch of friends . (2) 

This suggestion that one will "inevitably" see his friends 

walking down the mall is important at a school with 35,000 

students. Another student describes a class as "really 

personal" (16). Words such as "personal," "community," 
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"friends," "involved, and "niche" are prevalent throughout 

the viewbook; all are designed to make a place where he will 

surely fit in. 

Finally, a promise of success can be used as an 

effective method of persuasion. White Noise presents its 

characters as postmodernists who "shop around for their 

values and identities" (Cantor 41). In their search, a 

promise success can be a powerful determinant. Adolf Hitler 

promised Germans a better life economically after a 1929 

recession. He presented himself as a sort of savior from 

the big-businessmen who controlled Germany's funds. Thus, 

the repressed people were willing to do anything to better 

their financial situation. Jack Gladney is similarly 

willing to do anything--Iearn German, dress differently, 

host a conference--to achieve success with his Hitler 

Studies program. Similar are his attempts to be successful 

in his family life. Jack is submissive with his wife in bed 

but assumes a more authoritative role among his children. 

He longs to prove his self-worth--whether at work or at 

horne. He desires the same for Heinrich, explaining that he 

"thought [the name] had an authority that might cling to 

[Heinrich]" (63). 

Promises of success are common throughout the viewbook. 

In fact, a form of the word "success" can be found almost 

every spread. Words such as "accomplishment" and 
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"development" that suggest achievement are also prevalent. 

Individual colleges seem to compete to present themselves as 

the best preparation for successful future. The College of 

Agriculture boasts that "Of approximately 100 million jobs 

in America, one-fourth relate to programs taught [here]," 

and the College of Arts and Sciences states that "graduates 

of the department learn to market themselves" (95-6). Even 

the college within the University promises success in order 

to convince. promoting the Humanities se~tor, Dean Annette 
i • 

Kolodny writes that "cross-cultural Ilteracy represents our 

best chance of peacefully crossing new frontiers between 

peoples and nations on an increasingly shrinking planet" 

(7). Implied is the notion that a major in the Humanities 

prepares a student for success in what will certainly be an 

essential component of future job markets. 

Appearance and promises of success and belonging are 

necessary in any piece of persuasion. However, each 

publication must individualize its propaganda to effectively 

convince a particular audience. In the style of a college 

catalogue, Jack describes the class he teaches as 

Advanced Nazism, three hours a week, restricted to 

qualified seniors, a course of study designed to 

cUltivate theoretical rigor and mature insight into the 

continuing mass appeal of fascist tyranny, with special 



emphasis on parades, rallies and uniforms, three 

credit, written reports. (25) 
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Promises to "cultivate historical perspective, theoretical 

rigor, and mature insight" and information such as "three 

credits, written reports" appeals specifically to a college 

student's desire to learn and also provides information 

important to that particular audience. In the viewbook, 

propaganda is individualized to portray the University of 

Arizona as having a relaxed setting, unlike many other 

universities. Pictures throughout show students dressed in 

shorts and t-shirts, with bicycles and palm trees 

consistently present. The commentary tells of a city 

"ringed by purple mountains" that is a "hiker's, biker's, 

snow skier's, mountain climber's and. swimmer's/diver's 

paradise" (29). The university of Arizona is shown to be a 

place where a student can get an education without giving up 

a warm, fun, relaxed atmosphere. 

Any type of advertising is, in truth, a gimmick. 

Persuasion requires some manipulation of facts; if someone 

persuading is not telling a blatant lie, than he is at least 

rearranging reality. Even a publication as seemingly 

innocent as the viewbook, a publication of an institution 

supposedly committed to discovery of truth, is not exempt 

from the laws of persuasion. It is necessary to be aware of 
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these for, though ignorance may not lead to consequences as 

serious as in Hitler's day, it could still work against our 

best interest. 
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