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Abstract 

  

 This dissertation discusses examples of Anglo-American realist fiction from the end of 

twentieth and the beginning of twentieth-first century. Since the 1990s, literary scholars have 

been acknowledging a waning of postmodernism as a literary aesthetic. Amidst the succeeding 

post-postmodern developments in literary fiction of the last few decades, there appears to be an 

increased interest in literary realism’s forms, techniques, and thematic concerns. This diachronic 

study argues that literary realism has been a strong current in Anglo-American fiction even at the 

peak of postmodern literature’s heyday; this dissertation traces realism’s recalibration through 

the influence of postmodern aesthetic and cultural phenomena beginning with Joan Didion’s late 

1970s’ work, continuing through the late 1990s and the late David Foster Wallace’s writing, and, 

finally, an early twentieth-first century novel by Zadie Smith. The goal of this dissertation is to 

elucidate the ways in which these prominent writers from the Anglo-American literary tradition 

negotiate their relationship with postmodernism via realism-associated forms, techniques, and 

thematic concerns.     
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Introduction      

  

 This project considers contemporary realist fiction within the framework of the 

“postmodernism, then” narrative. Part of the recent revisionist work on postmodernism, 

“postmodernist, then” is a critical trend interested “in the fiction of a younger generation of 

American literary writers, those who are taken to follow ‘in the wake of postmodernism’s 

waning influence’” (Kelly, “Beginning” 392). “Postmodernism, then” considers the 

contemporary legacy of postmodernism in broad terms, in that it is concerned with “naming what 

it is these new writers are doing in their fiction, and in articulating how they build upon and 

depart from their canonical postmodern forebears” (Kelly, “Beginning” 392). One of the most 

prominent features of the movement is its reaction against the “disabling commitment to theory” 

(Hungerford qtd. in Kelly, “Beginning” 392) to the study and writing of literature; this, in turn, 

can be explained via a generational shift since “postmodernism, then” corresponds to Lee 

Konstantinou’s claim that many writers who “came of age under postmodernity” are the ones 

whose works can be seen as “serious reconsideration of literary postmodernism and 

postmodernity as a critical concept” (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 4). In other words, 

“postmodernism, then” can be understood as the new generation’s attempt to find their own 

unique way to express themselves, to differentiate themselves from the previous generation. In 

his famous interview with Larry McCaffery, David Foster Wallace describes this need in 

response to McCaffery’s mentioning of some of the postmodernist masters, i.e., Coover, 

Nabokov, Borges and Barth:  

 [A]fter the pioneers always come the crank turners, the little gray people who take the 

 machines others have built and just turn the crank, and little pellets of metafiction come 
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 out the other end. . . . There are some interesting parallels between postmodern crank-

 turners and what’s happened since post-structural theory took off here in the U.S., why 

 there’s such a big backlash against post-structuralism going on now. It’s the crank-turners 

 fault. . . . Take a look at some of the critical-theory Ph.D. dissertations being written now. 

 They’re like de Man and Foucault in the mouth of a dull child. Academia and commercial 

 culture have somehow become these gigantic mechanisms of commodification that drain 

 the weight and color out of even the most radical new advances. (Wallace qtd. in Burn 

 53) 

Uncritical and uncreative imitation of postmodernist literature by the writers of Wallace’s 

generation is, then, one of the reasons why postmodernism comes under critical and creative 

reevaluation. Konstantinou describes this shift in a similar way, claiming that postmodernism is 

no longer a term of “the cutting edge of ambitious aesthetic and theoretical production” and, 

instead, has been reduced to a “handful of durable critical slogans, theoretical claims, literary 

techniques, anthology selections, and course catalog descriptions” (Cool Characters 4).  

 “Postmodernism, then” is a movement critical of what postmodernism has become after 

its 1960s heyday, rather than what it was initially—at least in some respects. As such, writers 

associated with this trend are not writing in strict opposition to the postmodern ideas or 

techniques, but rather attempt to negotiate this heritage into a new kind of writing, influenced by, 

but not entirely identical to the historical literary postmodernism. What these contemporary 

writers are doing in their own work is going to be different depending on who they consider their 

postmodern forerunners as well as which of the many “aesthetic, critical, and philosophical 

propositions” (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 4) they choose to engage with. In this way, 

“postmodernism, then” is not expressive of a movement in literature which construes 
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postmodernism as an “over and done with” phenomenon; instead, it designates a trend in 

contemporary Anglo-American fiction which uses postmodernism to create a new kind of 

writing, less imitative of its predecessor, but also capable of acknowledging its achievements.  

 Responding to postmodernism and postmodernity under the aegis of “postmodernism, 

then” takes many different forms: some writers choose to engage with the question of the 

continuity of history instead of “the rupture between past and present, as it was in much 

postmodern fiction” (Kelly, “Beginning” 393); others engage with the topic of the “heavily 

mediated information society” (Kelly, “Beginning” 396); others, still, concern themselves with 

the impact of theory on the Anglo-American academia—a protean term which encompasses a 

range of continental philosophies and literary theories, such as “Marxist, psychoanalytic, 

linguistic, and feminist theories of reading” (Holland, Succeeding 3) as well as the  

 new ideas about language and identity in the same decade from French thinkers like 

 Derrida, Foucault, and Lacan [which] led to the structuralist and poststructuralist theories 

 that defined—and kicked off the full-fledged “civil war” of—the 1970s, the new 

 historicism and cultural materialism of the 1980s, and then the theories of dispersal and 

 eclecticism, such as postcolonialism and gender studies, of the 1990s. (Holland, 

 Succeeding 4) 

 Another important development in contemporary Anglo-American fiction which scholars 

see as succeeding postmodernism is a movement in arts called the “New Sincerity.” Adam Kelly 

discusses the term as reflecting a kind of postironic ethos: it is a turn to a “sturdy affirmation of 

nonironic values, as a renewed taking of responsibility for the meaning of one’s words, as a post-

postmodern embrace of the ‘single-entendre principles’ invoked by Wallace in an essay now 
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regularly cited as an early manifesto for the New Sincerity movement” (Kelly, “New” 198). 

Breaking away from irony, the dominant of postmodernist literature (Konstantinou, Cool 

Characters 6-9) is the main claim of this movement as a post-postmodern phenomenon. The 

return to sincerity can be seen as a rather straightforward opposition to contemporary theory 

which, as Jameson puts it, “has among other things been committed to the mission of criticizing 

and discrediting this very hermeneutic model of the inside and the outside and of stigmatizing 

such models as ideological and metaphysical” (12). Because sincerity, as a behavioral model, 

assumes private and public self it becomes superseded in postmodernism by the “privilege 

afforded to capital, technology, culture, and language, which now claimed the causal power and 

priority previously afforded to inner life” (Kelly, “New” 200). Thus, even though writers 

associated with the New Sincerity movement in literature—Michael Chabon, Junot Díaz, 

Jennifer Egan, Dave Eggers, Dana Spiotta, Colson Whitehead, and David Foster Wallace—are 

supposed to embrace sincerity anew, the lessons of postmodernism are never forgotten in their 

conceptualization of this ethical stance. Their relationship to sincerity is informed by the 

poststructural theories of language and, as such, their prose is marked by self-conscious 

awareness of the fact that “sincerity, expressed through language, can never be pure, and must 

instead be conceived in inextricable conjunction with ostensibly opposing terms, including irony 

and manipulation” (Kelly, “New” 201). As such, the New Sincerity writers who want to be 

sincere tackle self-doubt as well as their reader’s doubt about the actual sincerity of their projects 

as their “interpellation into various structures (whether economic, institutional, or linguistic)” 

(Kelly, “New” 205) casts the purity of their sincerity into question. As such, the sincerity of 

these writers cannot lie in representation but in a response it generates in the reader: in the end, 

the sincerity of another can be accepted or rejected based solely on whether one can manage to 
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earn another’s trust. As I will discuss below, the fact that the literary effect is conceptualized as 

happening “off the page, outside words” (Smith qtd. in Kelly, “New” 205) brings New Sincerity 

closer to the genre at the heart of this project, yet another important strand within the 

“postmodernism, then” movement, i.e., postmodern realism.  

 This project focuses on the writers whose work centers on the relationship between the 

poststructural theories of language to the experience of lived or empirical reality. However, I 

wish to distinguish my project from Mary K. Holland’s in her 2013 book, Succeeding 

Postmodernism Language and Humanism in Contemporary American Literature as well as in 

her more recent one, a 2020 publication, The Moral Worlds of Contemporary Realism. In both 

works, Holland discusses the examples of contemporary fiction which are interested in “the 

arbitrary, uneconomic relationship between words and things, signs and meanings, and the 

resulting absurdity of any notion of inherent, necessary, or universal meaning through language . 

. . a subset of postmodern (post-1945) literature that is really poststructuralist (language-

obsessed) literature” (Holland, Succeeding 2). She coins a new generic label for these works, i.e., 

“poststructural realism” and, in her later publication, distinguishes two separate although related 

subgenres within it: “metafiction, as a set of strategies that use attention to language and literary 

devices as tools for invoking the real; and materiality, or emphasis on language’s physical reality 

and ability to shape reality, and on the matter of the world, the matter that literature is made of, 

and the continuity between them” (Holland, Moral Worlds 216). While poststructural realism, so 

conceived, does capture some aspects of the works I consider in this project—most generally, the 

question of the practical implications of the poststructural theory of language—it is less useful 

for my own purposes as Holland’s term implies a kind of complacency with the original 

propositions of the poststructural theory which are not reflected in the examples of fiction at the 
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heart of this project. Further, for the writers whose work I discuss here, poststructural theory of 

language is often just a springboard to a discussion of the more broadly postmodernism-

associated ideas, e.g., human alienation in the age of consumer and media society or the question 

of social justice as related to class and race within the context of globalization prompted by the 

rise of multinational capitalism.1 As such, I find it more generative to use the term “postmodern 

realism” to discuss the texts selected for this project. 

 Postmodern realism is perhaps as unlikely a name as poststructural realism. Coined by 

the American-German philosopher, Albert Borgmann in his 1992 book, Crossing the 

Postmodern Divide. But, as William H. Thornton and Songok Han Thornton write in their article 

“Toward a Cultural Prosaics: Postmodern Realism in the New Literary Historiography” (1993), 

Borgmann’s definition is technology and theology oriented and, as such, it is “not easily 

assimilated into the postmodern debate of literary theory” (124). Therefore, I will rely on theirs 

as well as Deborah C. Bowen’s definition of postmodern realism in her 2010 study on ethics in 

contemporary realist literature, Stories of the Middle Space: Reading the Ethics in Postmodern 

Realisms. According to Thornton and Thornton, postmodern realism is a cultural (not only 

literary, but also with the realm of historical analysis) return to the question of context, after the 

long reign of text: context, for Thornton and Thornton stands for historical, social and political 

realities; text, in turn, for a “categorical privileging of superstructure over infrastructure, 

involving what has been called “the death of the social” in cultural theory (Kroker 168), or the 

centrality of cultural history over social or political history” (122). However, as Thornton and 

Thornton rightly point out, the issue with returning to realism after the postmodern “anti-realist 

textualism” (121) since literary realism tends to be associated with “materialist metaphysics” as 

 
1 Hence, postmodern realism is a more appropriate term for my purposes than “postmodernist” realism. 
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well as an unsophisticated idea about the correspondence between representation and the 

represented reality (127). Thus, they propose a kind of new realism which, informed by the 

lessons of postmodernism and its skepticism about any possibility of arriving at objective truths 

about the reality via language, becomes an epistemologically modest realism which, which 

“accepts the social construction of reality without surrendering the worth of objectivity” (127). 

Thus, while this new realism relinquishes “transcendent claim to objectivity” it does not “retire 

the mandate to maximize objectivity by every available means” (Thornton and Thornton 132). 

Such means are, for example, a will to consider reality as both contextual and textual, instead of 

privileging one over the other.  

 Deborah C. Bowen, in turn, states that “postmodern realism” is a term which when used 

“at this stage in literary-critical history allows for the reintroduction of the referent into 

theoretical discourse, pointing again to the importance of specific instantiation over abstract 

system” (52). She adds that what this means is that postmodern realism is a kind of genre in 

which there is an interaction between text and context, sign and referent, epistemology and 

ontology: these texts exist, in “the middle space where epistemological limit meets the 

intransigent ‘givenness’ of the real” (53). Further, when delineating the various subgenres of 

postmodern realism which she discussed in her book, she concludes that what unites them is that 

“they are all self-consciously aware of both their constructedness and the intransigence of the 

worldly realities with which they have to do” (53).  

 What connects these two definitions of postmodern realism, and what makes this genre a 

more accurate term for texts analyzed in this project than poststructural realism—is their focus 

on the way in which the genre attempts to balance the signifying powers of text and context or, 

the sign and its real-world referent. While Holland’s poststructural realists accepts the 
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fundamental rift between these two realms in keeping with the propositions of poststructural 

theory, postmodern realists seek to maximize the connection between them in their attempts to 

bolster the referential and communicative value of their own works as well the discursive 

systems they depict in their story worlds. As such, though they are largely interested and 

invested in the topic of the relationship between language and its real-world referents, they are 

critical of poststructural ideas and seek to transcend them by illustrating the value in attempting 

to find the convergence between word and the world as well as the dangers of forsaking this 

search.  

 It is important to note at this juncture that this is also a diachronic study: I trace the 

development of postmodernism-inflected realism from the late-1970s, through the late-1990s, to 

the first decade of the 21st century. This historical approach reveals the persistence of realist 

tendencies in Anglo-American fiction despite the rather well-known and long-standing criticism 

of the mode as “conservative,” “backwards,” (McGuire xi), “predictable,” “simple” (Bowlby xi), 

“at best a historically inevitable mistake” (Levine 3)—in short, a persona non grata, of sorts, 

within the twentieth-century Anglo-American literary tradition. The fact that important writers 

who belong to this tradition choose to write in this mode testifies to a too superficial 

understanding of realism as captured by such critical accounts.2 In fact, I want to argue that 

realist fiction, especially as recalibrated through the lens of postmodernism, i.e., postmodern 

realism, is an aesthetically and cognitively compelling genre. 

 That realism-associated aesthetics and theories can be used to think through 

postmodernist ones has only recently struck literary critics as a possibility, and even more 

 
2 Notwithstanding the mainstream objections to the mode’s value, realist literature has always continued to be 

written; D.H. Lawrence’s formal realism is the early twentieth century example, as is “the neorealist and the moral-

realist fiction of the 1950s and 1960s—Graham Greene, Muriel Spark, Flannery O’Connor, and Richard Wright” 

(Esty and Lye 275n11). 
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recently as a productive line of inquiry. Initially, such thinking went against the established 

notion of realism as an aesthetically crude and ideologically naïve mode and postmodernism as 

an aesthetically sophisticated and ideologically astute one. One of the earliest voices in favor of 

such rethinking of the relationship between the two literary movements was Charles Altieri’s. In 

his Act and Quality: A Theory of Literary Meaning and Humanistic Understanding, Altieri 

opposes textualism espoused by Barthes in favor of a more contextual or referential 

understanding of the act of reading and interpreting literature:  

 Because narratives are so consistent to deductive formal principles, their main source of 

 interest is the way they vary these formal expectations: “What goes on in a narrative is, 

 from the referential (real) point of view strictly nothing. What does ‘happen’ is language 

 per se, the adventure of language, whose advent never ceases to be celebrated.” The only 

 actor who matters to Barthes is the author considered as craftsman, and he is often 

 conceived merely as a function of language, a move which makes sense only on an 

 abstract tautological and systematic level. This perspective . . . omits most of what we 

 enjoy in literary experience. . . . I want simply to point out why it follows from Barthes’ 

 method. If there are only extensional linguistic units, there is no room for agents and 

 actors’ purposes, and, hence, no place for qualitative existential concerns on either 

 mimetic or authorial levels. If the units of narrative are only formal elements, it follows 

 necessarily that all the author can do is play with manipulating them. There are no 

 dramatic human concerns to understand or take stand on. (247; emphasis added)  

Altieri tackles here both Barthes’ poststructural theories and Foucault’s ideas on the death of the 

author—these ideas are strongly associated with literary and philosophical postmodernism. And, 

at the same time, it appears as if Altieri was espousing a more realist conception of literature: 
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reading is a means to refer to existential or human concerns, not (only) to other texts or signs. On 

Altieri’s view, the semantic field of literary experience traverses the purely textual or symbolic 

realm of meaning; instead, meaning emerges via the connection of sign and existential or human 

experience.  

 Similarly, George Levine’s 1981 publication, The Realistic Imagination: English Fiction 

from Frankenstein to Lady Chatterly stands out as a defense of realism in the face of 

postmodernism and poststructuralism’s critique of the mode. Writing against what he described 

as the “contemporary insistence on the sheer textuality of fiction and the consequent 

impossibility of external reference” (Levine 4), Levine argued for an understanding of literary 

realism as a process “responsive to the changing nature of reality as the culture understood it, 

and evoking with each question another question to be questioned, each threatening to destroy 

that quest beyond words, against literature, that is its most distinguishing mark” (22). Levine 

chooses the consideration for the “world beyond words” as realism’s most important feature, the 

“impelling energy” (22) beyond writing and reading realist fiction. It is noteworthy that 

connecting the word to a reality that is not exclusively textual still remains, as I discuss above 

and will continue to argue throughout this work, a point of critical attention when theorizing 

literary realism. It is because realists of all time, “take the risk of believing in the possibility of 

fictions that bring us at least a little closer to what is not ourselves and not merely language” 

(Levine 4). Just like the Victorians, postmodern realists, understand and “write with the 

awareness of the possibilities of indeterminate meaning and of solipsism,” but they choose to 

write “against the very indeterminacy of language” (Levine 4). The reasons for that refusal to 

succumb to self-referential narratives had to do with the social world in which the realist novel as 

we know it came to existence; following the “high Victorian ideal of Truth or Sincerity” (Levine 
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9), nineteenth-century realism can be defined as a “self-conscious effort, usually in the name of 

some moral enterprise of truth telling and extending the limits of human sympathy, to make 

literature appear to be describing directly not some other language but reality itself” (8). In other 

words, to make their literary endeavors meaningful for their broad and ordinary audience, 

Victorian realists needed to stage their practice as an exploration of topics which referred to 

realities presumed to be of empirical or existential importance (morality as a plane of a 

relationship between oneself and God; sympathy as a behavior toward others) rather than simply 

a matter abstract thinking. Today, the criticism of some of the postmodernist and poststructural 

thinking on literature, culture and politics echoes a similar tendency: postmodern realists want to 

reconnect literature to a lived or empirical realm of existence in order to participate in the social 

world in more concrete ways than postmodern and poststructural writing has been able to.  

 As mentioned above, in the early 1990s, Thornton and Thornton wrote about the signs of 

new kind of hermeneutics emerging both in the fields of history and literature, a kind of “middle 

course” methodology which “nurtures objectivity so far as possible” but also “represents a turn 

away from positivist theories of meaning in history” (130). Similarly, Robert L. McLaughlin, the 

professor of English at Illinois State University who has published widely on postmodern 

literature and culture, argued that those contemporary Anglo-American writers who began 

writing ca. the 1980s were writing in response to postmodernism’s exhaustion; in McLaughlin’s 

view, the movement’s  

 dead end that has been reached because of postmodernism’s detachment from the social 

 world and immersion in a world of nonreferential language . . . We can think of this 

 aesthetic sea change, then, as being inspired by a desire to reconnect language to the 

 social sphere . . . to reenergize literature’s social mission, its ability to intervene in the 
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 social world, to have an impact on actual people and the actual social institutions in 

 which they live their lives. (55) 

In his 2011 article, “Post-postmodern Realism?” Madhu Dubey, too, discusses the viability of 

contemporary fiction’s return to social realism: “[W]e would have to ask why the social novel 

seemed impossible by the 1970s and what would need to have changed in order for it to become 

valid again by the 1990s” (365). And while Dubey recognizes the literature’s revived interest in 

representing and critiquing the social world after postmodernism, he remains unconvinced that a 

“recommitment to the referential dimension of literary form and language” is enough to claim a 

revival of the social novel in the traditional sense (364, 369). Joe Cleary, in turn, writes in his 

foreword to the 2012 September special issue of Modern Language Quarterly, “Peripheral 

Realisms,” that “[w]e need, but lack, comprehensive theories and historical atlases of twenty-

century realism” (255). And Jed Esty and Colleen Lye acknowledge in their introduction to the 

same publication that “[o]ur curricular and canon making institutions have already begun to 

recognize new realist objects in the literary periphery, a process contemporaneous with recent 

methodological changes one might describe as a ‘new realist turn’ in criticism” (276). Ian 

McGuire likewise argues in his 2014 Richard Ford and the Ends of Realism that “contemporary 

realism, rather than being merely conventional or reactionary, can offer its proponents an 

aesthetically and philosophically sophisticated way of engaging with and contesting the 

particularities of contemporary, even postmodern, experience” (xi). Mary K. Holland presents a 

similar argument in both her books mentioned above, i.e., Succeeding Postmodernism: Language 

and Humanism in Contemporary American Literature and The Moral Worlds of Contemporary 

Realism. The latter acknowledges in its conclusion:  
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 The central argument of Succeeding Postmodernism—that poststructural fiction 

 continues the ethical, communicative, and empathizing work of realism—was 

 contentious when I conceived of it, felt urgent as I prepared it for publication in 2013, 

 and yet already begins to feel quaint a few years later, as critics more generally 

 acknowledge fiction’s renewed investment since postmodernism in earnestness and 

 ethics. (Moral Worlds 251) 

Furthermore, Lee Konstantinou discusses this phenomenon at length in his 2016 book-length 

study of irony in post-World War II American fiction, Cool Characters: Irony and American 

Fiction. In this work, Konstantinou’s claim is that the “so-called Theory Generation”—writers 

who went to an American college in 1980s and who were educated there in “critical theory . . .  

have subsequently attempted to confront its troubling implications . . . through their fiction” (4). 

In Konstantinou’s book, this confrontation is expressed, by “many theoretically attuned writers” 

in “transcending irony” (6), postmodernism’s dominant ethos. While this “postironic” ethos 

takes many facets in Konstantinou’s work, what connects them is a moving away from irony’s 

destabilizing and deconstructive force which leaves no foundations for common understanding, 

and, as such, no possibility for interpersonal communication or, on a larger scale, political 

consensus (Cool Characters 31-38). In his 2017 piece, “Neorealist Fictions,” in a collection of 

essays edited by Rachel Greenwald Smith and published as American Literature in Transition, 

2000-2010, Konstantinou is even clearer on how contemporary fiction is moving beyond 

postmodernism and toward a literary style which promises more stable vision of reality and the 

real. In “Neorealist Fictions,” he distinguishes two types of contemporary realism, storytelling 

neorealism and affective neorealism, both of which engage with postmodernism in their own 

distinct ways (111). The former category includes works by contemporary writers who “defend 
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the artistic merit and power of realist conventions” and who “do not necessarily dispute the claim 

that our techno-social or political-economic reality has, in some sense, become postmodern,” but 

who also hope to “overcome the critical, skeptical, or depressive ethos postmodernist thought 

and fiction allegedly engender” (Konstantinou, “Neorealist” 112); the latter label consists of 

writing which challenges the postmodern theory of representation, i.e., “[w]hereas postmodern 

‘sublime desire’ pines for an always-absent thing, post-postmodern affective neorealists promise 

to give us the thing itself” (117) via such means as fictionalized memoirs or multimodal fiction 

(inclusion of photographs or other seemingly “unvarnished” documents which are meant to 

“license a fantasy that literature can give readers referents without needing first to give them 

signs” (119-2). Finally, Doug Battersby contends in his 2018 article, “Contemporary Realism, 

Postmodernism, and Bodily Feeling: Ian McGuire’s The North Water” that “contemporary 

novelists, rather than simply rejecting postmodernism, are writing fiction which complicates and 

indeed develops postmodernist concerns and techniques through a more recognisably realist 

mode” (2).  

 This literature review certainly leaves one under the impression that realism has returned 

to the literary scene as a significant player in the field. Mary K. Holland neatly articulates the 

literary importance of this development in The Moral Worlds of Contemporary Realism: 

 The proliferation of “realisms” proposed since the transition out of postmodernism began 

 in the 1990s further speaks to a widespread desire by critics and writers to connect their 

 acts of creating and theorizing literature to the realism that preceded modernism, while 

 retaining postmodernism’s undermining of the connection between literature and reality, 

 and structuralism’s and poststructuralism’s alienation of signification from the real. That 

 these decades have seen a multiplying of “realisms” rather than, say, proliferating 
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 varieties of “anti-realism,” “anti-novels,” or “irrealism,” likewise implies a desire to see 

 these literary modes, so technically distinct from Realism, as new methods of making 

 language reflect the real world and real human experience. It also provides strong 

 evidence that “realism” has finally broken free from nineteenth-century claims to 

 ownership. (252) 

In detailed readings of three prominent, contemporary Anglo-American writers, I attempt to 

answer the question of how these writers negotiate the influence of postmodernism, as a literary 

and cultural phenomenon, on their own artistic endeavors. All the writers whose work I consider 

here are clearly concerned with writing fiction which opposes, albeit in self-conscious manner, 

what they take to be the most cherished assumptions behind postmodernism, especially in 

relationship to objective vs. subjective representation of reality, the possibility of interhuman 

connection, and, finally, the practical implications of privileging linguistic reality over 

extralinguistic reality. Furthermore, the writers whose work I discuss in the chapters to follow 

engage with the postmodernist techniques and theories that they see as most experimental and 

influential, and, secondly, as most clearly anti-realist.  

 Joan Didion’s fiction, exemplified by two of her novels, A Book of Common Prayer 

(1977) and The Last Thing He Wanted (1996), constitutes the topic of the first chapter. Didion 

writes from a position that criticizes one of the most important tenets of postmodernist theory, 

i.e., social constructivism. At the same time, she also points to issues with the other 

epistemological extreme: a materialist or empiricist approach to truth and meaning-making. 

Didion uses the techniques associated with the genre of the observer-hero narrative—a genre 

common, as I will explain, in the transitionary moments in literary history—to juxtapose these 

two worldviews and to point in the direction of a more productive engagement with the world. In 
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so doing, she engages with important postmodernist and realist propositions and, in a way, 

foreshadows with her 1970s novel the development of literary post-postmodernism or 

postmodern realism.  

 In chapter two, I discuss the late David Foster Wallace’s fiction, and more precisely, two 

works from his mid-career collection of stories, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men (1999). 

Wallace engages with postmodernist themes and philosophy quite directly. In place of signature 

postmodern irony and playfulness, Wallace opts for sincerity and seriousness, both thematically 

and formally. He is not always successful at transcending postmodern aesthetics in his work 

which is especially apparent in his struggle with using language in a referential rather than self-

referential manner, but the short stories in question gesture toward a way of conceiving and using 

language as an effective tool for intersubjective communication and, by extension, connection. 

Thus, even if only in a partial manner, Wallace returns, even if only in a partial manner, to the 

realism-associated belief in the meaningful correspondence between language and the world.  

Further, Wallace also returns to the traditional realist conception of art as a means to point 

beyond the words, at a reality which inheres less in words and more in the human capacity for 

extralinguistic empathy.  

 In my last chapter, I consider Zadie Smith’s third novel, On Beauty. Smith’s work, more 

than Didion’s and Wallace’s, embraces the postmodernism-associated movement which “sought 

to recognize a fundamental unknowability, particularity, and multiplicity in truth and identity 

that would end the marginalization, reductiveness, conservatism, and colonialism of humanist 

ways of thinking” (Holland, Succeeding 4). While writing within the tradition of the realist novel 

she grew up reading and admiring (“Zadie Smith” 00:13:27—14:41), she chooses to speak of 

lives that were traditionally absent from such books, i.e., the colonial subject, i.e., the African 
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American community as well as other diasporic subjects, i.e., the Haitian community in the 

United States. At the same time, On Beauty participates in the “postmodernism, then” narrative 

in that it shows the pitfalls of postmodernism’s focus on discourse as a means to solve political 

and socioeconomic problems. To compensate for postmodernist lack of focus on the empirical in 

structuring human experience, Smith foregrounds its importance throughout her novel; this focus 

on the “material and affective experience” (Holland, Moral Worlds 254) is considered by some 

scholars the defining characteristic of contemporary realist fiction. 

 In all three chapters, I try to shed light on what is at stake in each author’s work when 

they choose to espouse a realist over anti-realist or postmodernist approach to the topics they 

discuss. I try to answer the question of why it is important to write fiction that opposes the ideas 

that have become widely accepted as most aesthetically sophisticated, intellectually rigorous, and 

even morally superior to the ones that the writers discussed in this chapter choose to espouse. To 

put it another way, the overarching aim of this project is to illustrate that realist techniques and 

assumptions are still valid and needed ways to engage with contemporary experience.  

 Before I can analyze the selected works of fiction as realist, some terminological ground-

clearing is in order. To define the genre of postmodern realism better, it is necessary to compare 

and contrast realism and postmodernism as literary practices. While famously highly contentious 

to define as both a philosophical and aesthetic concept, realist fiction possesses certain 

characteristics that reliably distinguish it from other types of writing. George Levine describes it 

in quite general terms as an “attempt to use language to get beyond language, to discover some 

non-verbal truth out there” (6). One can unpack this definition by looking at how exactly literary 

realism does so. At its most basic level, realist fiction depicts a world which conforms to the 

laws of the physical world as we know it in the non-fictional context; to put it another way, a 
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type of writing which allows for supernatural forces to be part of its fictional universe 

disqualifies it from the label “realist.” As simplistic as this criterion may initially appear, it 

contains an important and far-reaching conceptual implication for fiction written in this mode: 

namely, that there exists a certain order to the world and the things within it, including humans, 

and laws whose existence is mind-independent. Understood as such, “realism proposes a 

metaphysical picture that accounts for the underlying nature of the world in general and, ideally 

at least, makes this world the content of language and its concepts” (Ronen 188). This grounding 

of beliefs and experiences in a reality which is external to thought means that to assert something 

true about these beliefs and experiences is to assert something true about the mind-independent 

reality. What is important to note at this juncture and what differentiates realism from anti-

realism, or realist fiction from postmodernist fiction, then, is a belief that at least theoretically 

there exists a non-conceptual domain which is the sphere of the real and which the conceptual or 

linguistic domain has at least partial access to (Ronen 191). Anti-realist or postmodernist 

philosophy, on the other hand, argues that the conceptual reality is the only one to which the 

human mind has access; that is, it is not that anti-realists disagree that there exists a world of 

objects that is mind-independent, but rather they contend that what the mind has access to is all 

that there is, practically speaking. In the anti-realist view, the world of non-conceptual reality is 

by definition non-existent in any consequential manner—all that humans have access to is the 

conceptually mapped or constructed concepts that do not denote the mind-independent real but 

rather the real that the mind can know. In realist philosophy, there exists a possibility of various 

relations between the conceptual and the non-conceptual order, such as of “representation, 

approximation, accuracy, truth, correspondence, or their likes” (Ronen 191). In postmodernist 

philosophy, such relationship cannot exist as these two orders never “meet”—their relationship is 
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entirely “parochial” (Rorty qtd. in Ronen 193), constructed by humans and, as such, relative and 

arbitrary. In short, the postmodern or poststructural doctrine argues that “[o]ne could never hope 

to get at the signified (the concept, the Idea) beyond the material flow of signifiers. One could 

never arrive at the referent (the thing itself, reality) apart from that reality’s emplotment within 

this or that genre (Konstantinou, “Neorealist” 117).  

 These two philosophical positions translate into the worldviews underlying realist and 

postmodernist fiction. Realist fiction grounds its themes and representation in an ontologically 

circumscribed universe, which is based on 

 a general recognition of the circumstantial forces that place limits on individual desire or 

 ambition. Such forces are various—they range from the particular nature of the society 

 we live in, the character of our friends and neighbors, and the demands of work and 

 family to larger historical, biological, and genetic factors. To accept the reality of such 

 limits means, in its most benign form, to accept ourselves as we are and to value or 

 believe in the reality of the people, objects, and ideas that are around us, however 

 limiting, mundane, or trivial they may appear.” (McGuire xxii)  

This view also translates into realist fiction’s interest in thematic and formal totality: its 

characters are depicted in relationship to such larger-than-individual forces as biology or human 

nature, history, nationality, culture, or society. The traditional realist mode is also associated with 

narrative confidence: the famous third-person narrative mode has historically served realism to 

claim the objectivity and comprehensiveness of this mode of representation. The themes of the 

liberal humanist paradigm, i.e., universal human nature, the notion of consensus or “fully 
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knowable truth we all agree upon” (Holland, Succeeding 4), the practical import of the empirical 

over the theoretical, or “form as subordinate to content” (Holland, Succeeding 4), are also 

usually the “truths” communicated thematically in realist fiction.  

 Postmodernism, a “cultural logic of late capitalism” as Fredric Jameson famously 

described it, emerged as a movement defining the post-World War II period’s Zeitgeist. Jameson 

wrote in his movement-defining essay, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism” (1984) that postmodernism’s “constitutive features” are as follows:  

 a new depthlessness, which finds its prolongation both in contemporary ‘theory’ and in a 

 whole new culture of the image or the simulacrum; a consequent weakening of 

 historicity, both in our relationship to public History and in the new forms of our private 

 temporality . . ., a whole new type of emotional ground tone—what I will call 

 ‘intensities’—which can best be grasped by a return to older theories of the sublime; the 

 deep constitutive relationships of all this to a whole new technology. (6) 

Jameson notices a number of important features that came to characterize postmodernist 

literature. Perhaps one of the most important one being the collapsing of the difference between 

inside and outside, or, in Jameson’s terms of reference “a whole metaphysics of the inside and 

the outside” (11). Jameson begins this discussion by referring to the separation within the human 

subject (as captured by Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream), but extends it to a broad set of 

dichotomies which contemporary theory—“or better still, theoretical discourse . . . itself very 

precisely a postmodernist phenomenon”—desired to dismantle: 

 [W]e can say that besides the hermeneutic model of inside and outside which Munch’s 

 painting develops, there are at least four other fundamental depth models which have 

 generally been repudiated in contemporary theory: the dialectical one of essence and 
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 appearance (along with a whole range of concepts of ideology or false consciousness 

 which tend to accompany it); the Freudian model of latent and manifest, or of repression

 . . . the existential model of authenticity and inauthenticity . . . and finally, latest in time, 

 the great semiotic opposition between signifier and signified, which was itself rapidly 

 unravelled and deconstructed during its brief heyday in the 1960s and 70s. What replaces 

 these various depth models is for the most part a conception of practices, discourses and 

 textual play . . . depth is replaced by surface, or by multiple surfaces (what is often called 

 intertextuality is in that sense no longer a matter of depth). (12) 

This loss of depth appears to me to be the trait to which all others that Jameson discusses in his 

can be subordinated: fragmentation or the decentering of the what prior to postmodernism was 

“the autonomous bourgeois monad or ego or individual” (Jameson 13); the waning of affect, “a 

liberation from every other kind of feeling as well, since there is no longer a self present to do 

the feeling” (16) and a consequent transforming of feelings into “free-floating and impersonal” 

intensities (16); and, finally, construing of life as governed by the spatial rather than temporal 

categories or, a sense that “we now inhabit the synchronic rather than the diachronic” (16). All of 

these features of postmodernism as a cultural phenomenon find their reflection in postmodernist 

fiction and I will discuss some of them in more detail in the close reading of the postmodern 

realism by Didion, Wallace, and Smith. The erasure or an attempt at an erasure of the depth 

models under postmodernist theoretical discourse, however, are of most significant import for 

my project as they lead to the unbridgeable chasm between the sign and the thing which is 

precisely what postmodern realism, as a whole, attempts to overcome.  

 Thus, while realist writers, as I discussed above, posit at least in theory, a mind-

independent reality which they continue to struggle to make contact with, and, despite “their 
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knowledge of their own subjectivity, to break from the threatening limits of solipsism, of 

convention, and of language” (Levine 8), postmodern writers obviously do not share the same 

goals as, in postmodern universe, there is nothing out there to reach. Postmodernist fiction, 

instead, presents as Brian McHale puts it, “worlds under erasure” (99-109): since there is no 

“hard” ontological given within which human life is contained and against which conceptual 

entities can be compared to test their accuracy, truthfulness, etc., there are no limits that can be 

put on what the world and the entities within it are or mean. In such an epistemological 

framework, any truth claim can only be provisional as it cannot claim priority over one 

another—all being equally constructed. This is, in fact, how Linda Hutcheon characterizes 

postmodernist philosophy and practice in her seminal 1988 study, A Poetics of Postmodernism: 

History, Theory, Fiction: “it [postmodernism] refuses to posit any structure or, what Lyotard 

calls, master narrative . . . It argues that such systems are indeed attractive, perhaps even 

necessary; but this does not make them any the less illusory” (6). Further, building on the work 

of Richard Rorty, Jean Baudrillard, Michel Foucault, and Jean-François Lyotard, she writes that 

“no narrative can be a natural ‘master’ narrative: there are no natural hierarchies; there are only 

those we construct” (13). At the same time, it is important to modulate the seemingly drastic 

views promulgated by postmodernism; Hutcheon makes this clear by saying that even though 

“[p]ostmodern art undermines such principles as value, order, meaning, control, and identity 

(13),” this does not mean they cease to exist as consequential conceptual categories and values. 

Hutcheon explains this process in the following way: 

 Those humanistic principles are still operative in our culture, but for many they are no 

 longer seen as eternal and unchallengeable. The contradictions of both postmodern 

 theory  and practice are positioned within the system and yet work to allow its premises 



 

 

27 

 to be seen as fictions or as ideological structures. This does not necessarily destroy their 

 “truth” value,  but it does define the conditions of that “truth.” Such a process reveals 

 rather than conceals the tracks of the signifying systems that constitute our world—that 

 is, systems constructed by us in answer to our needs. However important these systems 

 are, they are not natural, given, or universal. (13) 

This epistemological shift or epistemological crisis is reflected in such postmodernist techniques 

as metafiction, intertextuality, unreliable narration, or pastiche. Each of these techniques can be 

seen as a manifestation of postmodernist philosophical propositions as described above: 

metafiction is a means to acknowledge the signature postmodernist distrust in the power of 

linguistic referentiality to refer to the non-conceptual real, i.e., through self-conscious auto-

commentary, metafiction allows writers and readers to resists the illusion of unproblematic 

representation; intertextuality, unreliable narration, and pastiche, in turn, allow postmodernist 

writers to foreground the belief that all discourses possess the same constructed and 

epistemologically unprivileged status, and, consequently, that the world lacks any unarguably 

authoritative, stable points of reference. 

 Thus, the main “points of contention” between realism and postmodernism can be 

grouped under two different but interrelated categories: the extent of interaction between 

linguistic and extralinguistic reality as well as the existence and consequent import of collective 

frames of reference. My framing of this “conflict” corresponds to what according to Anna 

Kornbluh argues about the age-old debate about literary realism itself: “Literary realism 

perennially centers debates about aesthetics and politics, with their frequent focus on art’s truth- 

telling faculties and the quest for adequate representation of political subjectivity and political 
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totality, but there remains much to be said about how realism mediates the real and how it 

theorizes the political” (15). And while Kornbluh’s argument relies on transcending the 

conceptualization of realism as the question of “referential/self-referential debate altogether” 

(45), she also acknowledges that to this day, and “[e]ven in the wake of deconstruction, the 

Auerbachian definition of realism as the serious representation of the actually 

existing world remains paradigmatic” (16). I am of the mind that the question of reference/self-

reference is here to stay when it comes to literary scholarship hence my project revolves around 

this very dichotomy. But it is also true, that the new kind of realism, what I have been calling 

postmodern realism, modulates this binary into a model of mimesis which seeks more balance 

between the traditional, mirror-theory of representation and the anti-mimetic one which became 

popular under postmodern and poststructural movements in literary history. As I will show, 

postmodern realists take stock of the problematic nature of linguistic reference, but, at the same 

time, reject the idea espoused by postmodernism that self-reference is the only plane where one 

can responsibly and ethically represent human experience.  

 The question of the need for the existence of common referential frameworks can in turn 

be considered under the rubric of realism’s alleged formal naïveté or, in another form of this 

criticism, its formal complicity with status quo. Dorothy Hale explains this argument in the 

following way:  

 In the nineteenth-century novel, the projection of the storyworld as an independent reality 

 that exists prior to its narration, as a referent of narration, creates “an apparent gap in the 

 novel’s system of knowledge” in order to better veil the technologies of power that work 

 to make social value seem necessary and objective. In other words, through its narrative 

 effects of seeming to describe, or to use McEwan’s term, to report back about events and 
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 people in a real social world, the novel instantiates the ideological illusion that the social 

 world exists as a material state prior to and free from any necessary value—that its 

 “reality” is simply in the neutral materiality of its objective being. But because novelistic 

 narrative projects the illusion of this factual real through a narrator’s discursive act, the 

 storyworld is made visible as a social world precisely through the categories of value that 

 the narrator brings to the task of world making, and that, as discursive technologies, bring 

 that social world into visibility. (44) 

Third person, omniscient and invisible narration reads in this context as a conservative and 

ideologically oppressive mode of representation: social reality depicted this way is less amenable 

to human influence on it and, as such, appears limiting and covertly authoritarian. In contrast, 

self-conscious or discursively aware narrative mode is seen as more ideologically sophisticated 

and democratic: it signals epistemic humility and openness to revision of its vision of the world, 

social world included. This characterization of realist and postmodernist modes of representation 

might appear convincing at first glance: however, it is possible to reconstrue this distinction in a 

way which shows realist representation as guided by more than its desire to uphold the status quo 

and postmodernist representation, in turn, less transformative than the passage above suggests it 

to be.  

 In postmodernist conception, the narrative building of the social world is conditioned by 

“the categories of value” espoused by the storyteller. In order to make this proposition clear, the 

postmodern storyteller will underscore—through self-conscious, metafiction commentary, for 

example—these values’ role in how he or she depicts their storyworld. This, as the passage quote 

above implies, is a means through which postmodernist fiction resists cooptation to any 

ideological frameworks which posit social reality as a more or less defined “world.” What lies 
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behind this assumption is a belief that one needs to discursively reject any attempts to find truths 

about the world, including the social world, which are less than entirely arbitrary and contingent 

on “discursive technologies” of language. In other words, to proclaim any of the social world’s 

aspects as “necessary” or “objectively true” is to risk reducing social world to a set of 

universalizing patterns which eliminate postmodernist values of contingency, particularity, 

antistatism. However, what is never questioned about this proposition is that it assumes that the 

discursive opposition to neutralizing truth claims is not exactly as influential in challenging 

status quo as it purports to be. This is so because the commitment to disrupting any and all 

frames of reference banishes, by definition, any communicative or referential power of literature. 

It transforms it into what Fredric Jameson called the “prison house of language” where a 

recursive language game becomes an end in and of itself. Additionally, while postmodern 

critique of realist fiction is based on accusing the latter of conservative and authoritarian streak 

in its focus on “objective” representation of its subject, postmodernist thinking can be seen as 

guilty of the same shortcoming: “There is constant talk of liberation from binary hierarchies and 

truth schemes, but the truth scheme which remains privileged throughout is the notion that there 

is no truth to be found, or at least no language to communicate it, and no subject/ author to utter 

such language, however cautiously or hypothetically” (Thornton and Thornton 135). Finally, 

while the criticism the realist representation relies on the assumption that realism represents its 

social world as outside subjective “categories of value” to render it resistant to change, I would 

argue that the drive toward representing some of its aspects as objective and necessary is a means 

to see them as more formidable than postmodernist narrative representation would have them be. 

Instead of seeing social worlds as a phantasmagoric amalgam of constantly changing values, 

realism shows the solidity of this social phenomenon and asks the reader to consider the reasons 
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behind some of its lasting characteristic (such as the value of objectivity in the meaning-making 

process).   

 The kinds of contemporary realism that I discuss in the chapters to follow respond to 

these postmodernist points of contention. While, as I will show, the writers I discuss here are use 

formal and thematic strategies to restore trust in the referential capabilities of language, their 

prose is also marked by the poststructural doubt in this project; while they write about “the things 

that literature has traditionally cared most about: human relationships, emotional interaction with 

the world, meaning” (Holland, Succeeding 2), they cannot quite resist the postmodernist, ironic 

ethos in approaching such topics; finally, they insist on the value of the empirical in structuring 

human experience and the concomitant need to reconnect word and the world in the process of 

finding truth or capturing the real. On the whole, however, postmodern realism as represented by 

the work of such influential Anglo-American writers as Joan Didion, David Foster Wallace, and 

Zadie Smith retains perhaps one of the most important realist tenets: that it is possible to 

represent in fiction certain realities characteristic of every and any human existence that connect 

us to one another rather than siloing us into our solipsistic subjectivities. In this way, postmodern 

realists offer a much-needed ethical counterweight to the nihilistic relativism of the 

postmodernist era; the revival of realist impulses in fiction is a testament to the human need for 

the belief that we can “work and think and write from the position of what matters, and, better, 

that there are things that do matter, things we can know and agree on” (Holland, Succeeding 5). 

In order to arrive at these things, the contemporary realist writer faces a formidable task: he or 

she needs to be willing to work against the blasé, ironic, suspicious standpoint of contemporary 

readers and ask them to recognize the value of the realist enterprise to find what it is that we 

have in common, rather than what separates us from one another. To focus on the latter is to 
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abdicate one’s responsibility in collective meaning-making and, by extension, collective 

existence: 

 For if relativism about ethics and morality [and other important features of human 

 existence] were true, then, at the end of many discussions, we would each have to end up 

 saying, “From where I stand, I am right. From where you stand, you are right.” And there 

 would be nothing further to say. From our different perspectives, we would be living 

 effectively in different worlds. And without a shared world, what is there to discuss? 

 People  often recommend relativism because they think it will lead to tolerance. But if we 

 cannot  learn from one another what it is right to think and feel and do, then conversation 

 between us will be pointless. Relativism of that sort isn’t a way to encourage 

 conversation; it’s just a reason to fall silent. (Appiah 31)3 

Postmodern realist fiction, with its philosophical commitment to the existence of a real to which 

language has at least partial access, refuses to fall silent. Recalibrated through postmodernist, 

anti-realist theory and practice, contemporary realist writers recognize that it is difficult to find 

truth but, nevertheless, he or she does not abandon the idea that some things can be truer than 

others. It certainly utilizes the lessons of many influential “isms” of the 1960s-1990s Anglo-

American academy—feminism, new historicism, structuralism, poststructuralism, 

postcolonialism, and others—in that it embraces their findings concerning “the particularity, 

multiplicity, mutability, and conditionality of all things, ideas, and identities” (Holland, 

Succeeding 4). It is, just like these theories, “interested in finding in culture and in literature a 

more varied representation of what it means to be human than humanism allowed” (Holland, 

Succeeding 4). As such, it joins in with the voices who search for “nontotalizing alternatives to 

 
3 Undeniably, a globalized world also calls for a recognition that some values need to be upheld by humanity as a 

whole, especially when it comes to the survival of the planet and humanity itself.   
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liberal humanist discourse,” a kind of metanarrative which recognizes the “contingency of all 

universality” (Laclau qtd. in Bowen 13). At the same time, the examples of contemporary 

realism I discuss here continue the spirit of traditional realist fiction’s trust in language as able to 

meaningfully explore conceptual and non-conceptual reality, with its objects, values, ideas—

truths—that seem important to acknowledge and follow as they have real consequences for 

human life. 
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Chapter 1: Joan Didion’s Factual Fictions 

 

That tightrope walk along the margin between the newspaper report and the poetic vision. 

David Shields, Reality Hunger  

 

Introduction 

 

 

 Joan Didion’s works of fiction, as exemplified by her two novels, A Book of Common 

Prayer (1977) and The Last Thing He Wanted (1996), can be seen as examples of realist revival 

in contemporary Anglo-American literature. Both books explore the space between two extreme 

conceptual and representational poles that have come to dominate the history of Western 

literature since the nineteenth-century realist novel: subjectivity vs. objectivity. What I argue 

Didion does in her work is to try to move away from the recent postmodernist preference for 

subjective expression of truth and toward an intersubjective sense of objectivity, associated with 

the realist mode. I want to argue that in the era of the narrativization or textualization of 

nonfictional discourses, such as history and journalism, Didion reverses the direction of that 

trend, and writes her fiction in a documentary register associated with traditional journalistic 

practice. And, of course, due to her literary career’s being mostly grounded in her work as an 

essayist and a prominent figure in the genre of New Journalism, she is exceptionally well suited 

to performing such transference.  

  Didion’s novels are not a return to representation as an unproblematic correspondence 

between the word and the world; there is a clear recognition in both texts of the interpretative 



 

 

35 

layer imposed on extratextual reality as well as of the power of such projections.4 At the same 

time, there is a drive toward treating textual representation as capable of illustrating more than 

just a personal version of truth. This is in fact what Didion criticized as early as 1965, in her 

piece “Questions about the New Fiction,” which she contributed for the National Review; writing 

about postmodernist writers, such as Joseph Heller, James Patrick Donleavy, and Thomas 

Pynchon, she proclaimed the failure of their techniques because they refused to “follow or think 

out the consequences” of what they wrote. She argued that instead of “go[ing] all the way with 

anything” they flit “any way [their] fancy led.” All of this, she concluded, was these writers’ way 

of “stay[ing] as clear of a consistent point of view as one possibly can” and amounted to 

reducing literature from art to a stunt (Didion qtd. in Daugherty 178). A consistent point of view, 

limiting of indeterminacy or ambiguity, then, was what Didion understood as the prerequisite for 

meaningful communication: 

 Everyone wants to tell the truth, and everyone recognizes that to juxtapose even two 

 sentences is necessarily to tell a lie, to tell less than one knows, to distort the situation, cut 

 off its ambiguities and so its possibilities. To write with style is to fight lying all the way. 

 Nonetheless, this is what must be done or we end up maundering. We tell nothing. To tell 

 something, really tell it, takes a certain kind of moral hardness. (Didion qtd. in 

 Daugherty 179) 

 
4 While it is true that the early realist novels written in first-person voice tried to disguise their status as literary 

artifacts, instead fashioning themselves as autobiographies (Robinson Crusoe, Great Expectations), the classic 

realist Victorian novels written in third person are hardly as representation-naive as they have very often been made 

out to be. In fact, many canonical realist novels are intensely self-conscious and self-reflexive: take, for example, 

Thackeray’s Vanity Fair or any of George Eliot’s novels. In Adam Bede, for example, Eliot reveals to the reader that 

the world they are reading about is her imagination’s construct of the historical reality in question rather than an 

undistorted report of that historical reality: “With a single drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertakes 

to reveal to any chance comer far-reaching visions of the past. This is what I undertake for you, reader. With this 

drop of ink at the end of my pen I will show you the roomy workshop of Mr Jonathan Burge, carpenter and builder 

in the village of Hayslope, as it appeared on the eighteenth of June, in the year of our Lord 1799” (5). 
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Didion recognizes, then, in keeping with poststructuralist findings, that no act of representation is 

innocent, that “one’s very choice of a word to represent an object is to translate, control, 

normalize and ultimately reduce that object” (Thornton and Thornton 138). Instead of enjoying 

this indeterminate and radically open type of representation, Didion chooses to resist it for the 

sake of achieving a greater degree of epistemological clarity. Grounding her representation in 

material or empirical presence, instead of metaphysical absence, Didion revives some of the 

referential power of language—a goal of what I have been calling the genre of postmodern 

realism. Even though at the discourse level, she recognizes the limits of human epistemology, 

she does so without entirely disposing of the notion that language has the ability to “speak 

meaningfully of and to a given world” (Bowen 17).  

 This drift toward interpersonal objectivity grounded in empiricism and this turning away 

from subjective projection are Didion’s means to counter two of the most important 

postmodernist assumptions, namely ontological constructivism and the poststructural theory of 

language as “internally-relational semiotics” (Steiner 105). These theories form the core of the 

postmodernist literary practice: if language does not refer to the reality outside itself, then the 

consequence of that is that there can be no access to that extralinguistic reality. This, in turn, 

implies that the only world that exists for people, in any consequential manner, is the conceptual, 

man-made, language-constructed one. As Jacques Derrida puts it, “every referent, all reality has 

the structure of a differential trace . . . one cannot refer to the ‘real’ except in an interpretive 

experience” (148). I want to argue that Didion’s novels, both formally and thematically, 

communicate a renewed trust in language to access mind-independent aspects of reality as well 

as the value of the continuous attempt to do so. The latter is based on the anti-poststructuralist 

belief that truths about human experience are more than just a matter of verbal surfaces: there are 
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truths that pre-exist human language, such as biological reality. At the same time, her narrative 

mode, in both novels, is strongly impacted by the poststructuralist distrust in language, and more 

broadly, a postmodern crisis in epistemology, but she devises a strategy to have it both ways, as 

it were: to acknowledge the indirect, conventionally determined relationship between the sign 

and its referent, and, at the same time, to carve out a space in that realm where something 

approximating correspondence between the sign and the referent can be achieved. The content of 

both her books, in turn, serves to illustrate the practical consequences of the ontologically 

constructivist worldview and, simultaneously, implies that one needs to resist postmodern 

cynicism and fantasy and engage with rather than deny the mind-independent existence of “the 

circumstantial forces that place limits on individual desire or ambition” (McGuire xxii). Finally, 

Didion’s narrative technique, the de-personalized discourse she uses in both her novels, is part of 

the ethical turn characteristic of postmodern realism: her narration can be sees as an act self-

restriction, a method to move beyond postmodern narcissism and solipsism and into the realm of 

the real which exists and transcends the self.   

 Since the waning of postmodernism is thought to be a 1990s’ phenomenon, and the 1960s 

and 1970s the time of postmodernist fiction’s utmost popularity, it would appear that Didion, 

with her Book of Common Prayer published in 1977, can only anachronistically be part of 

“postmodernist, then” narrative. I want to argue that it is possible to see the rise of interest in 

realism, albeit perhaps not one that engages with explicitly postmodernist themes and techniques 

in as explicit a way as postmodern realism does after 1990s. The 1980s, in fact, were a time 

when minimalist realism was in vogue in American fiction: writers such as Raymond Carver, 

Tobias Wolff, and Mary Robison sought to “pare down their prose, to purvey an exhausted 

realism” (D.T. Max 60). While minimalism is not exactly a realism recalibrated through the lens 



 

 

38 

of postmodernism, at least it allows us to build a stronger case for the argument that Didion’s 

fiction can be seen as work that inaugurates the transition from postmodernism to post-

postmodern or simply postmodern realism. Her choice of the narrative persona as an observer of 

or a witness to the protagonist’s life further supports the claim that her work is of transitional 

nature. This very narrative trope has been recognized as common in American fiction during 

times of transitions between one leading literary mode and another. Adam Kelly, in his 2013 

book, American Fiction in Transition: Observer-Hero Narrative, the 1990s, and Postmodernism, 

claims that a narrator who is observing and reporting on the protagonist’s life appears in 

American fiction when a change in the current literary aesthetics is about to happen:  

[T]he emergence in US magazines of the modern short story from the traditional tale can 

be traced back to the 1850s; it was during this decade that Herman Melville, in observer-

hero narratives such as “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” “Jimmy Rose,” and Moby-Dick, was 

fusing aspects of the decaying romance tale with features of the realist mode that would 

flourish after the Civil War. Similarly, in the period between the dominance of realism 

and the era of high modernism, the key transitional figures in the Anglo-American 

sphere, Joseph Conrad and Henry James, both experimented with the genre, the former 

producing some of its signature texts. Most strikingly of all, the late 1950s and early 

1960s, the period traditionally considered the run-up to the emergence of postmodernist 

fiction in the United States, produced a surfeit of observer-hero narratives. Mark Harris’s 

Bang the Drum Slowly and James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room were published in 1956, 

while Jack Kerouac’s On the Road was issued in 1957 . . . Truman Capote’s Breakfast at 

Tiffany’s and John Barth’s The End of the Road appeared in 1958, and these were 

followed in 1959 by three important texts exploiting the observer-hero structure: 
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“Seymour: An Introduction” by J. D. Salinger, Henderson the Rain King by Saul Bellow, 

and A Separate Peace by John Knowles. In 1962, two more significant examples 

appeared, Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire . . . and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by 

Ken Kesey. (9-10)5 

On Kelly’s account, such narrative structure signals a soon approaching transition, without 

qualifying the nature of that transition. In Didion’s case, in turn, this particular narrative structure 

allows her to move away from writing in agreement with the assumptions of radical 

postmodernist constructivism and toward a more pro-realist epistemology which assumes that 

there are more and less truthful ways of grasping and representing the world in language and that 

any true statement is such on the basis of correspondence between that statement and what is 

objectively in the world as well as its congruence with previous man-made truths. To put it 

another way, Didion uses language as a tool to find points of connection between subjective and 

intersubjective discourse about human experience so that it can regain its power as a 

communicative rather than an isolating force.  

 Kelly defines the narrative of the observer-hero in the following terms: “[A] dramatized 

first-person narrator retrospectively tells the story of an important figure in his or her life who 

has died . . . [T]he deceased figure seems to embody a certain kind of heroism, in that his or her 

life seems to offer a model of decision and temporal agency set against a postmodern backdrop 

that has placed these qualities out of bounds” (2). He goes on to define the genre in even more 

detail, by quoting Lawrence Buell’s analysis of it: 

 
5 In fact, Kelly mentions Didion’s Book of Common Prayer in his books, saying that while that novel conforms to 

the narrative structure he discusses, it was written at the time of postmodernist literature’s dominance rather than in 

a more transitional period.    
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This genre may be defined in brief as a story told by a dramatized first-person narrator 

about a significant relationship or encounter he has had with another person. The two 

figures are both opposites and counterparts, the second person perceived both as 

contrasting with the first in outlook and life-style and as embodying in purer or more 

extreme form qualities which the observer has or sympathizes with in moderation. The 

observer’s world seems more like our world, while the second person’s seems more 

intensely focused and more romantic by comparison. The structure of the narrative is 

built upon the interplay of these psychic universes. (Buell qtd. in Kelly 7) 

A few more important features of the genre should be underscored here: “[T]he hero tends to 

exert a pull on the mind of the observer that lies deeper than any rational explanation”; the 

observer’s report is always biased in that he or she “always acts as both admirer and judge”; the 

action is centered on the hero, he or she is a “do-er and a be-er, whereas the observer is a thinker 

and a seeker”; the end of the action is usually tragic in that the hero dies and “the witness pauses 

on the brink and philosophizes”; and, finally, there is a sense in which the hero and his or her 

story exemplify some lost but noble values, thus inducing in the observer and, consequently, the 

reader, a “certain nostalgia . . . in the possibility of a degree of grandeur that we had more or less 

assumed to have faded from the contemporary world” (Buell qtd. in Kelly 7-8).  

Didion’s protagonists are usually at odds with the world: strangely unfit for the places 

they find themselves living in, their existence usually marked by complicated moral choices and, 

in keeping with the observer-hero narrative’s story arc, their existence usually ending in tragic 

and premature death. They appear to be almost plucked from some other time in that their 

thinking and behavior appear to be marked by “ambivalent” longing for, as Kelly has it, “the 

values of a more noble past” (8). In both novels under discussion here, the narrators are the ones 
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who—insofar as we can know, for they are not fully dramatized characters, one of the features of 

Didion’s oeuvre that makes her work distinct from the generic form of the observer-hero 

narrative—are well adjusted to their worlds. Kelly argues that this dialogic structure is one of the 

genre’s features which contributes to its transitional nature: “At the level of content, the two-

character structure, in offering an extended comparison of differing personalities channeled 

through the representing consciousness of one, allows for a correlative contrast between 

worldviews” and “the contrast between narrator and hero can register the pressure of the new 

against the resistance of the old, or it can offer something more like a dialectic of two intellectual 

tendencies in a particular era. It can provide a contrast between two modes of social life, or 

between more fundamental modes of perception or ontology” (10). This is, in fact, what Didion’s 

novels thematize: a kind of a competition or contrast between an objectivity-seeking, materialist 

and contextual philosophical and literary realism and the radical perspectivalism or narcissistic 

projection associated with postmodernist philosophy and art. That these two modes of thought 

and representation would be chosen by Didion is congruent with the historical context of both 

books: 1977 and certainly 1996, the publication years of A Book of Common Prayer and The 

Last Thing He Wanted, both can be viewed as times when realism began to make its return on 

the literary scene. Juxtaposing these two literary and philosophical movements can be viewed as 

“presaging of change and as a symptom of that change, marking in the contrasts between 

observer and hero the tensions, both cultural and representational, that informed the context in 

which the text was written” (Kelly 11). In the pages that follow, I discuss how Didion’s 

observer-hero novels conform to or deviate from the formal and thematic features of the genre in 

service of articulating her postmodern realist aesthetics.  
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“I will be her witness”—narrating as reporting  

 
 

So begins Didion’s Book of Common Prayer, her third published novel. The story is told 

from the perspective of a character-observer, Grace, who shares with the reader the story of the 

protagonist, Charlotte. The former is a long-time inhabitant of a fictitious South American 

country, Boca Grande, to which Charlotte moves from North America for no apparent reason and 

with no particular purpose. From the very beginning of the narrative, both formally and 

thematically, Didion establishes the contrast between two epistemological worldviews: empirical 

realism and postmodernist perspectivalism or constructivism. She uses, in keeping with the 

conceit of the observer-hero narrative, the characters of the narrator and the protagonist to 

dramatize these epistemological realms. Thus, Grace is portrayed as a realist and Charlotte 

someone who denies reality in the name of solipsistic fantasy. Because the novel ends with 

Charlotte’s death due to her refusal to contend with what is objectively in the world, but also 

with Grace’s doubts about her own way of seeing the reality, Didion’s novel can be read as a 

means not only to juxtapose these two epistemological modes, but also to argue for a more 

balanced perspective—literary and nonliterary—on reality: instead of opting to subscribe to 

either extreme, i.e., objectivist reductionism, in which the truth is equated with that which is 

empirically attestable, or, on the other hand, the subjectivist fantasy based on the view of “the 

non-existence of a mind- or language-independent reality” (Christopher Norris 261), the novel 

points, via the display of the shortcomings of both sides, toward an epistemological model which 

rebalances these two perspectives as a means of thriving in the world. In the pages that follow I 

discuss how Didion presents this line of reasoning via the formal and thematic features of A Book 

of Common Prayer. 
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From the very beginning of the novel, Grace sets an objectivist, interpretation-devoid 

tone for her task of recounting the story of Charlotte:  

Here is what happened: she left one man, she left a second man, she traveled again with 

the first; she let him die alone. She lost one child to “history” and another to 

“complications” (I offer in each instance the evaluation of others), she imagined herself 

capable of shedding that baggage and came to Boca Grande, a tourist. Una Turista. So 

she said. In fact she came here less a tourist than a sojourner but she did not make that 

distinction. She made not enough distinctions. She dreamed her life. She died, hopeful. In 

summary. So you know the story. (11; first emphasis added) 

This opening passage establishes Grace’s narrative ethos, that of an objective reporter of 

Charlotte’s story. It starts by recounting events in the most objective manner possible, offering 

“facts” that belong to the sphere of material reality (actions in the world, rather than the reasons 

or purposes behind them), and with a caveat that the evaluations of some of these events were 

provided by someone other than Grace herself. Even the contrast Grace draws between the way 

Charlotte conceived of her status, a tourist, as opposed to what “in fact,” as Grace authoritatively 

states, she actually was, i.e., a sojourner, can be seen as a marker of that ethos of objectivity 

characteristic of Didion’s narrator; Grace clearly relies here on the correspondence theory of 

language since as the reader becomes familiar with Charlotte’s story, it becomes apparent her 

stay on the island was longer and quite different in nature than a typical tourist trip. Thus, Grace 

uses a word that seems to align more closely with the agreed upon or intersubjective definition of 

the word. This correction also encapsulates the epistemological conflict at the heart of the novel: 

Charlotte as someone who believes in individual truth-making and Grace who sees such truth-

making as a much more collective enterprise. Crucially, this conflict is expressed via a linguistic 
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disagreement, as if Didion wanted to underscore the poststructural aspect of this epistemological 

discord: linguistic reality is not a free play of signifiers untethered to their signifieds, but, 

instead, just like material reality, is subject to intersubjective rules of truth-making. In other 

words, Didion restricts the power of subjective or “standpoint” epistemology associated with 

postmodern thinking: truth, Didion seems to be saying, is a matter of both correspondence and 

coherence, i.e., a statement is true if it agrees with what is objectively in the world as well as that 

which has been made true by human beings before. This implies that Didion’s narrator is not 

impacted by the poststructural doubt in the referential powers of language. It appears as if the 

“trust” between the world and the word has not disappeared yet. But this is only partially true: 

Grace in fact acknowledges that there are things that are easier to encapsulate in language and 

those that are much more difficult to grasp with language; at one time in the novel, she says: “I 

am an anthropologist who lost faith in her own method, who stopped believing that observable 

activity defined anthropos” (Didion 12; emphasis added). But this is precisely the solution to the 

crippling poststructural doubt that Didion devises in order to use language to describe the world 

meaningfully; by limiting the scope of the things that can be described accurately and truthfully 

in language to these that are empirically verifiable, she can avoid charges of reductionism and 

epistemological closure associated with traditional realism.  

Didion draws these distinctions quite sharply. Thus, when picturing material reality, she 

might be said to follow the “windowpane theory” of language in which it “stands in for, is 

identical with, the real world” (Coward and Ellis qtd. in Levine, “Literary Realism” 16). Early in 

the novel, for example, we learn that the principal setting of the novel, Boca Grande 

means “big mouth,” or big bay, and describes the country’s principal physical feature 

 precisely as it appears. Almost everything in Boca Grande describes itself precisely as it 
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 appears, as if any ambiguity in the naming of things might cause the present to sink as 

 tracelessly as the past. The Rio Blanco looks white. The Rio Colorado looks red. The 

 Avenida del Mar runs by the sea, the Avenida de la Punta Verde runs by the green point. 

 The green point is in fact green. (16) 

In other words, there is no ambiguity or arbitrariness in the act of representation: the 

signifier corresponds in an identical fashion to the signified. The language is both a precise 

referential medium, but also, as the passage above suggests, a safeguard from losing a grip on the 

material real. It is as if the human ability to imaginatively name “things” in the nonverbal reality 

is overpowered by the sheer materiality of the world. This fragment also gives credence to an 

important realist proposition, i.e., “the ability of signs and images to accurately or convincingly 

represent a reality” (Ronen 186). The unadorned, raw material reality of Boca Grande also stands 

in symbolic contrast to Charlotte’s romanticized fantasies about the place an idyllic refuge from 

Western civilization. The novel contains a refrain, a phrase repeated throughout the text which 

portrays the idea of a certain givenness of the material world, namely a simple “Boca Grade is.” 

Tellingly, it is something that Grace often says or thinks, usually following a conversation with 

Charlotte in which the latter seems to willfully distort reality. In one such instance, Charlotte is 

writing about Boca Grande and in her description of it, she includes a remark made earlier by 

Grace, an ironic comment regarding the reason for the lack of chlorine in Boca Grande’s hotel 

pools (Grace, who thinks Charlotte to be “in a less literal mood than usual” tells her that Boca 

Grande’s swimming pools are not chlorinated not because of the country’s extreme poverty but 

because of not wanting to “emphasize technology at the expense of traditional culture” (229)). 

Charlotte, in a fashion consistent with her rejection of seeing reality beyond the constructs of her 

own imagination, takes the ironic claim to be literally true: “A nation that refuses to emphasize 
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technology at the expense of its traditional culture, Boca Grande is . . .” (231). Grace, who reads 

the passage in the text of the novel, does not allow it to go further than that: she cuts it off at that 

point as if to prevent providing any other distortions; instead, what Grace does is to repeat the 

refrain: “Boca Grande is” (231). While many things can be said about the place with differing 

level of certainty, one thing remains indisputable, i.e., that it materially exists.  

In this way, Didion’s text makes a turn toward the realism-associated correspondence 

theory of truth, largely rejected by postmodern thinkers, i.e., the assumption that what makes a 

statement true is its “correspondence (or lack of it) to the way things stand in physical reality” 

(Norris 258). It is not, it is important to note at this juncture, that Didion represents an absolutist 

or even a naive kind of belief in the correspondence theory of truth: it is rather that, in contrast to 

the anti-realist or constructivist camp, she recognizes that there is a certain level of ontological 

stability to extratextual reality, or that it is not as malleable or arbitrary as the linguistic-level 

reality. There is a directional difference in which way the interpretative or defining influence is 

exerted in this theory in Didion’s thinking when compared with the anti-realist approaches: the 

external world still offers itself up to study and interpretation, but instead of being completely 

malleable according to what we desire or agree to be true, the world can “resist” these 

statements about itself which do not rely on the most precise and objective (impersonal) 

description of its physical properties:  

[A]ccording to the realist, the universe and all its furniture—from electrons, atoms, and 

molecules to galaxies and supernovae—must be thought not only to exist but also to exert 

its various powers, properties, causal dispositions etc., irrespective of our various 

statements or beliefs concerning it. Those statements and beliefs are true (objectively so) 

just to the extent that they pick out real-world objects, processes, or events and just on 
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condition that they predicate the right sorts of property. Otherwise they are false 

(objectively so) even if they are borne out by the best evidence to hand or the best of our 

currently available knowledge. (Norris 242) 6 

To put it another way: according to the correspondence theory of truth, some things are true 

despite how one feels about it. This is in fact the major difference between the characters of 

Charlotte and Grace: the latter sees the world as conforming to this theory, whereas the former 

clearly relies on her own sense of what is true in the world. 

Charlotte’s overreliance on her subjective perspective in lieu of the recognition of 

external forces impacting her reality is also portrayed through the contrast between the 

narrative’s actual facts and Charlotte’s interpretation of them. For example, Boca Grande has a 

cholera outbreak and Charlotte spends a long time volunteering to give inoculations to the local 

population. At some point, the corrupt government intercepts the vaccine and the colonel in 

charge tells Charlotte that she can buy it if she wants to continue inoculating Boca Grande’s 

residents. Although initially shaken by this interaction, Grace tells us that “within a week she 

[Charlotte] had revised the incident to coincide with her own view of human behavior and 

assured me that the vaccine had been taken only so that the army could lend the resources to the 

inoculation program” (61-62; emphasis added). This orchestration of ironic distance between 

what the reader knows to have happened versus what Charlotte “revises” it to have meant is 

Didion’s narrative strategy to underscore the degree to which an overemphasis on individual 

meaning-making can be less an expression of power and more a liability. Especially in light of 

the tragic ending of Charlotte’s life, when she is shot to death during a violent coup d’état, such 

 
6 While this statement might be uncontroversial among nonphilosophers (scientists, lay people) and, within 

philosophical circles to those who do not identify as anti-realists/idealists, there are branches of anti-realism which 

dispute such vision of the world and knowledge.  
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overreliance on radically subjective points of view can be seen as a pernicious rather than a 

liberating force. 

Charlotte’s emphasis on a subjective understanding of reality and a simultaneous 

downplaying of its nonsubjective aspects is clearly represented in her use of language. At one 

point in the novel, Grace and Charlotte discuss a piece of writing on Boca Grande that Charlotte 

is composing, and the former is struck by the latter’s refusal to subject her writing to the 

impersonal rules of logic and coherence: 

“‘The outlook is not all bright.’” Charlotte was reading me the draft of an unfinished 

Letter from Central America. “‘Nor is the outlook all black.’ Paragraph. ‘Nonetheless—

’” 

She broke off. 

“That’s where I seem to be blocked.” 

“I don’t wonder,” I said. 

“What do you mean.” 

“‘Nevertheless’ what? I mean, Charlotte. If you say ‘the outlook is not all bright’ and 

then you say ‘nor is the outlook all black,’ then you can’t start the next sentence with 

‘nevertheless.’ It can’t possibly mean anything.” 

“I didn’t start the next sentence with ‘nevertheless,’” Charlotte said. “I started it with 

‘nonetheless.’”  

I said nothing. 

“Anyway.” Charlotte folded the pages of her unfinished Letter with a neat vertical crease 

as children fold their weekly themes. “It’s not just a new sentence. It’s a new paragraph.”   
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It occurred to me that I had never before had so graphic an illustration of how the 

consciousness of the human organism is carried in its grammar. 

Or the unconsciousness of the human organism. (234) 

The passage makes it clear that for Grace the way Charlotte uses language is representative of 

her inability to comprehend reality in a meaningful manner. Upon Grace’s criticism, Charlotte 

attempts to defend her writing’s meaning by insisting that if the next sentence is part of a new 

paragraph, it will make sense. The implication here is that Charlotte is incapable of seeing the 

past’s influence on the present as determining that present—she, as Grace remarks earlier in the 

novel “believed herself [to be] loose in the world” (125). Such an idea of being free and 

unencumbered by what happened before seems to Grace a form of wishful thinking which does 

not correspond to how the world works. Charlotte appears incapable of arriving at a more stable 

definition of reality: the “is” of the world is never captured, the outlook is neither all “bright” not 

all “dark” and, on top of that, the next word in her writing, i.e., “nonetheless,” further contradicts 

her already quite empty statement. The new paragraph holds at least a promise of clarifying her 

statements, even if in a rather incoherent way considering what preceded it, but that promise is 

never realized in the text of the novel; Charlotte’s world does not come coherently together but 

remains a blurry outlook on it. It is also clear that to Grace the way Charlotte speaks about the 

world is very much representative of how she sees it and acts in it, whereas Grace sees language, 

again, as a mode of intimate correspondence between how things are in the extraverbal reality 

(Charlotte’s behavior) and how they are verbally expressed. The fact that Grace labels 

Charlotte’s perception “unconscious” is a vivid illustration of where Grace stands on Charlotte’s 

grasp of the real. Grace’s reaction is also congruent with her view of “truth,” i.e., on the 

spectrum of personal and impersonal, her sense of truth seems to be moved toward the latter. 
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Rather than being a matter of subjective, creative opinion (and thus, profoundly relative), her 

understanding is conditioned by the cognitive value of coherence. This is not entirely arbitrary: 

while the question of the “objectivity” or universality of values is exceptionally fraught and, in 

the postmodernist universe, values have become largely no more than “expressions of 

preference, expressions of attitude or feeling” (MacIntyre 12), the value of “coherence” itself 

seems still to be considered one of the values that are “fundamental” or “unanalyzable values,” 

as the American philosopher associated with the doctrine of pragmatism, Hilary Putnam, argues 

(Putnam qtd. in Levine, “Looking for the Real” 17).  

 Throughout the text, Charlotte is consistently portrayed as someone who refuses to see 

reality for what it is and, instead, perceives it via a self-devised interpretative lens. The observer-

narrator Grace, as I mentioned above, acts as a means to express the opposite worldview; she 

rather openly contrasts Charlotte’s and her own using the idealist vs. realist framework: “Unlike 

Charlotte I do not dream my life. I try to make enough distinctions” (21). Formally, this is in 

agreement with the observer-hero genre, where “[t]he observer’s world seems more like our 

world, while the second person’s seems more intensely focused and more romantic by 

comparison” (Buell qtd. in Kelly 7). It is at the same time a generic feature of the realist novel: 

“Realism . . . is the commitment to register the external real and then (at the same time) the 

interiority that perceives and distorts it or penetrates it” (Levine, “Literary Realism” 16). Both 

genres, then, allow Didion to dramatize the major question that defines writing within the 

“postmodernism, then” narrative: if, and if so, how, can we transcend the idea of truth as merely 

a matter of personal opinion? What happens if we fail to contend with the reality of the world 

and people around us in the name of radical perspectivism, which leads to epistemological 

solipsism and moral relativism? Didion gives us partial answers to these questions—limiting the 
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scope of narration to that which is empirically observable being one of them. Another one is 

returning to a less individual-centered vision of human life. 

Grace sees many of Charlotte’s predilections and behaviors as the result of the forces that 

are independent of Charlotte’s individual decisions. For example, Grace understands Charlotte’s 

tendency to idealism as historically and culturally determined: 

As a child of comfortable family in the temperate zone she had been as a matter of course 

provided with clean sheets, orthodontia, lamb chops, living grandparents, attentive 

godparents, one brother named Dickie, ballet lessons, and casual timely information 

about menstruation and the care of flat silver, as well as with a small wooden angel, 

carved in Austria, to sit on her bed table and listen to her prayers. In these prayers the 

child Charlotte routinely asked that “it” turn out all right, “it” being unspecified and all-

inclusive, and she had been an adult for some years before the possibility occurred to her 

that “it” might not. She had put this doubt from her mind. As a child of the western 

United States she had been provided as well with faith in the value of certain frontiers on 

which her family had lived, in the virtues of cleared and irrigated land, of high-yield 

crops, of thrift, industry and the judicial system, of progress and education, and in the 

generally upward spiral of history. She was a norteamericana.  

     She was immaculate of history, innocent of politics. There were startling vacuums in 

her store of common knowledge. . . .  

     A not atypical norteamericana. 

     Of her time and place. (59-60) 

In other words, Charlotte’s worldview is built on the foundation of the doctrine of American 

individualism, of which one of the main components is self-determination. Charlotte’s story can 
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hardly be seen as an example of the self-determined individual, however. Showing that ideal to 

be unsustainable is one of Didion’s means of engaging with the postmodern philosophical 

notions of reality as a social construct and of the particularity of all perspectives. Since, as 

postmodernism teaches, reality is conceptually determined, it is the way that it is linguistically 

framed that defines it: one person can label acts as examples of self-determination where another 

sees something that does not cohere with their idea of self-determination. Of course, this is an 

extreme version of postmodern philosophy, one that might be seen as having gone too far down 

the relativist road. It is also undeniably solipsistic in its insistence on the incommunicability of 

one’s experience to others, due to the gap between one’s particular experience and the collective 

nature of language, a corollary of which is the postmodern worldview wherein “universals are 

under suspicion as power moves and particulars are usually hailed as free-floating choices” 

(Bowen 233). Didion, however, counters these assumptions by presenting a vision of human life 

that is much more circumscribed and externally determined.  

 The observer-hero narrative portrays the hero or the heroine as a “model of decision and 

temporal agency” (Kelly 2), a characteristic foregrounded by the passive role of the genre’s 

narrator-observer. In this respect, then, Didion’s vision of self-determination or agency, as 

reflected in the stories of the protagonists of A Book of Common Prayer and, as I will show later, 

The Last Thing He Wanted, deviates from this standard observer-hero narrative’s treatment of 

this topic: while her characters believe themselves to be in charge of their lives, their focus on 

their individual worldviews causes them to downplay nonsubjective reality which, in turn, 

reveals that belief in one’s self-determination to be illusory and, in fact, quite dangerous. It can 

be said that Didion’s vision of human life is a return to a view associated with an offshoot of the 

realist literary tradition, or its nineteenth century “intensification” (Ledger 69), i.e., naturalism. 
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Realism, especially with its early manifestations in such works as Robinson Crusoe, Pamela, or 

Great Expectations, saw “agency and decision grounded in subjective experience” (Kelly, 

American Fiction in Transition 3) as an important possibility; the great Victorian novels give as 

heroes and heroines who are, at least theoretically, able to rise above their material, social and 

cultural constraints—an idea illustrated most vividly perhaps in the genre of the bildungsroman.7 

But even in these early, celebratory accounts of human agency, self-determination was a much 

more fraught matter.8 The naturalistic perspective on human agency, in turn, issues from 

evolutionary theory which posited human beings as only “slightly above the level of animals” 

instead of “being a divine creation” (Ledger 69) capable of anything they put their mind to. 

Along with Darwinism’s influence, Hippolyte Taine’s three-pronged theory of determinism, 

according to which human behavior is determined by heredity, environment, and social 

conditions, created a rather dismal vision of human agency in naturalist fiction; because a 

person’s life was largely determined by various biological and social factors, little if any room 

was left for individual self-determination.  

 When discussing naturalism as a subgenre of the novel, Jameson states that the common 

denominator in this “narrative paradigm” is “the trajectory of decline and failure, of something 

like an entropy on the level of the individual destiny” (149). The story of Charlotte conforms to 

this description: as the passage concerning Charlotte’s upbringing suggests, Charlotte’s 

innocence, or the ignorance that characterizes her adult life, is the result of the hereditary (white 

 
7 This is of course the kind of belief and, consequently, representation of agency in the genre of the novel that Georg 

Lukács mourns in his Theory of the Novel as lost with the transition from the realist to modernist literary tradition. 
8 Take, for example, the famed self-sufficiency of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe when shipwrecked on his island: 

Crusoe’s prosperity on the island is largely the result of his finding tools, ammunition, and other useful objects in the 

shipwreck. According to Ian Watt, this illustrates the view that no one “has ever attained comfort and security only 

by his own efforts” and that “Crusoe is in fact the lucky heir to the labours of countless other individuals” (87-88). 

Thus, the idea of radical self-sufficiency and exercising an unrestricted agency over one’s world is subverted in 

favor of the view that every person is an element of a larger social whole. 
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American), environmental and historical (upper middle-class/Pioneers-descendants living in the 

Western United States) determinants. In Taine’s theory, the hereditary determinant is a biological 

or genetic reality; the environmental and historical impact are factors which are the effects of 

human decisions, on a collective and individual level since one can, in theory, decide where and 

with whom they want to live their lives, but the history—of their family, nation—will play an 

inevitable role in any person’s ability to choose their living environment. In Charlotte’s case, her 

biology as woman as well as her environmental and historical background as a white wealthy 

American, all play a role in structuring her existence. Charlotte’s life as described above reflects 

naturalism’s tenets of a circumscribed nature of human life as opposed to a more agency-

centered ideas on the freedom of an individual to fashion their life according to their own 

desires. The irrevocability of the past, construed as one’s biological and socio-cultural history, in 

determining one’s present and future is a given in naturalist conception of human life. Thus, it is 

no wonder that just like Dreiser’s character Hurstwood in Sister Carrie (1900), one of the novels 

most strongly associated with literary naturalism in American fiction, once Charlotte is 

“plucked” from her own environment, the trajectory of her decline or failure seems to have been 

irrevocably set in motion. From the moment she leaves her “natural” environment, she becomes 

disoriented in the world. She is unable to adjust to college life, for example, choosing instead to 

keep living a life more reminiscent of a kind of Southern belle than a modern late-twentieth-

century American college student:  

During the two years she spent at Berkeley before she ran away to New York with an 

untenured instructor named Warren Bogart, she had read Brontës and Vogue, bought a 

loom, gone home to Hollister on weekends and slept a great deal during the week. In 

those two years she had entered the main library once, during a traveling exhibition of the 
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glass flowers from Harvard. . . . [U]ntil she was twenty-two and Warren Bogart divined 

and corrected her misapprehension she believed that World War II had begun at Pearl 

Harbor. (60) 

Not surprisingly, she turns out to be unsuccessful at her studies and after only two years of it, she 

marries her teacher, Warren Bogart, and moves with him to New York. There, she gives birth to 

her daughter Marin, and, as we learn later in the story, leaves Warren a couple of years after that. 

At the start of Grace’s narrative, Charlotte lives in Boca Grande, estranged for a number of 

months from her second husband, Leonard, who she has been married to for over a decade. 

Although the details of the resolution of the previous marriage are never offered in the narrative, 

we learn, through Charlotte’s memories which she shares with Grace, that her first marriage was 

marked by infidelity as well as psychological and physical abuse. After Marin goes missing—

when away in college, Marin becomes involved in a domestic act of terrorism after which she 

lives in hiding so as not to be arrested—Warren reappears in Charlotte’s life, significantly, 

despite her own desires, and at the invitation of her current husband.9 This is important insofar as 

even though she does make a decision to leave him, thus manifesting a certain degree of agency, 

she “had never exactly told him that she was leaving him. She told him she was going to her 

mother’s funeral. This was true but not the whole truth. . . . For the rest of that week when the 

telephone rang between one and four A.M. Charlotte would hang up as soon as she heard 

Warren’s voice” (109). She evades carrying out whatever has been started, either by herself or by 

others, and seeing it to completion. In another telling instance, when the time comes to call 

 
9 This part of the plotline bears resemblance to the real-life story of Patty Hearst, the 19-year-old granddaughter of 

the wealthy newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst, who was kidnapped in 1974 by a domestic terrorist 

organization, the Symbionese Liberation Army, which she later seemed to have joined. The story clearly captured 

Didion’s imagination: not only did she use it to create the character and the story of Marin, but she also covered this 

topic in many of her essays.   
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Warren to inform him of their daughter’s disappearance, she relegates it to her current husband: 

“She would not place a call to Warren just yet. . . . In any case Leonard would place the call to 

Warren (75).  

Charlotte’s relationships with the opposite sex are an interesting case in point for the 

naturalistic reading of her character. Grace suggests at one point that the physical nature of such 

relationships exerts a peculiarly strong influence on Charlotte’s sense of personal autonomy:  

Some women lie easily in whatever beds they make. They marry or do not marry with 

equanimity. They divorce or do not. They can leave a bed and forget it. They sleep 

dreamlessly, get up and scramble eggs.  

     Not Charlotte.  

     Never Charlotte.    

     I think I have never known anyone who regarded the sexual connection as quite so 

unamusing a contract. So dark and febrile and outside the range of the normal did all 

aspects of this contract seem to Charlotte that she was for example incapable of walking 

normally across a room in the presence of two men with whom she had slept. Her legs 

seemed to lock unnaturally into her pelvic bones. Her body went stiff, as if convulsed by 

the question of who had access to it and who did not. . . . Who had prior claim. Whose 

call on her was most insistent. . . . I recall once telling Charlotte about a village on the 

Orinoco where female children were ritually cut on the inner thigh by their first sexual 

partners, the point being to scar the female with the male’s totem. Charlotte saw nothing 

extraordinary in this. “I mean that’s pretty much what happens everywhere, isn’t it,” she 

said. “Somebody cuts you? Where it doesn’t show?” (84-85; emphasis added) 
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The fact that Charlotte’s intimate relationships are put in terms of having a “claim” or a “call on” 

her diminishes her bodily autonomy. It appears as if she is incapable of the very physical control 

of herself when in the presence of people that she was, at some point in her life, intimate with. 

She views such relationships as exerting a permanent control on her self; hence, upon hearing the 

story of tribal rituals related to physical branding of the female body, she views them as parallel 

to her own experience. Interestingly, the topic of female sexuality is one that features very 

prominently in naturalism. As Sally Ledger writes, the movement’s fin de siècle manifestation 

frequently had women as its protagonists or central characters. More to the point, the main topics 

of interest were “maternal love and sexual desire” (Ledger 81), both major themes in Didion’s 

Book of Common Prayer.1011  

 At the same time, while female fin de siècle writers “adapted naturalist aesthetics to their 

project of female emancipation” (Ledger 80), Didion is hardly portraying Charlotte as an 

emancipated woman. Instead, and in keeping with the major tenets of naturalism, her autonomy 

and independence as a self-determining human subject are severely constrained, if not, as the 

above passage indicates, eliminated, by various human and inhuman forces surrounding her. The 

little agency or resistance to these forces that she exhibits do not tend to result in an 

“emancipation,” if what is understood by it is taking ownership of one’s life and, perhaps, in an 

even more positive understanding of this word, self-reliance. Take, for example, the moment in 

the narrative when Charlotte is attempting to rely on herself, rather than the men she had been 

intimate with, to open a bottle of wine: “If she needed a bottle of wine opened . . . she could 

 
10 The latter was the main reason why naturalism was considered so distasteful in nineteenth-century Europe, the 

time and place obsessed with the idea of female purity (Ledger 79-81).  
11 Charlotte’s complicated relationship with Marin is a significant part of the novel: it is implied that her decision to 

move to Boca Grande, for example, was due to a rather characteristically unreasonable hope that Marin might be 

hiding there (there are no indications in the novel that this could in fact be the case).  
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never just hand the corkscrew to Gerardo. Nor could she hand the corkscrew to Victor. Instead, 

she would evade the question by opening the wine herself, usually breaking the cork” (85). Or, to 

give a more consequential example: following Marin’s disappearance, she renews a romantic 

relationship with her first husband, Warren, despite the fact that the man continues to be as 

abusive toward her as he was during their marriage. Although her reasons for reengaging so with 

Warren are never revealed—she does not offer any explanation nor does Grace act as an 

omniscient narrator to provide any—Grace speculates that Charlotte might have decided to do it 

because she knew Warren was dying of cancer: “[M]aybe she had just remembered that people 

died” (125). That cancer would be the reason for Charlotte to stay by Warren’s side despite the 

abuse, and by extension, her own desires, can also be viewed as a narrative strategy to undermine 

the ideal of self-determinacy: cancer, an often lethal condition that any human can be afflicted 

by, is as consequential a limit to self-determinacy as there can be. Interestingly, Grace’s 

naturalist perspective might also be strongly impacted by such crude and ultimately undeniable 

incursions of external forces into her own particular experience: Grace is herself dying of cancer. 

The awareness of an impending death might be one of the thematic reasons behind the 

narrative’s focus on that which is beyond the control of any individual, the many aspects of the 

material, biological and historical reality.  

This external, and more strictly speaking, biological reality continues to take precedence 

over Charlotte’s conscious decisions, more pronouncedly and in an accelerated manner toward 

the end of the narrative. When Warren’s extremely abusive and volatile behavior becomes too 

much for her to bear, Charlotte does in fact decide to leave him. And, as in other instances in the 

narrative, although she seems to be fully in charge of her own destiny for at least some time, in 

fact forces larger than her individual desires determine her fate: “She was pleasantly astonished 
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that she could still do all these things. Walk out. Call a taxi. Use her American Express card, get 

on a plane, order a drink. While she was still pleasantly astonished her water broke, and soaked 

the seat with amniotic fluid” (175). What we read about next is that Charlotte is back on the 

ground, in a hospital, in a room with not only Warren, but also Leonard. Both men are having a 

conversation about Charlotte’s future and what she should do with her newborn, while she lies in 

the hospital bed, seemingly on strong medications that make it hard for her to stay conscious. 

Even in that moment, however, she attempts to regain agency over her life; through the influence 

of the drugs and the conversation of both men, she thinks to herself: “She was going to leave 

here alone with the baby” (177). As always, however, the decision to take charge of her own 

destiny does not produce a successful outcome. Instead of leaving the baby in the hospital, as she 

is advised, she takes it with her to Mexico, on that “blind course south,” as Grace puts it (144; 

emphasis added). Her newborn is, however, “born prematurely, hydrocephalic, and devoid of 

viable liver function” (147) and soon dies. The baby might have been saved had it been in the 

hospital, but when Charlotte, seeing the baby’s deteriorating condition, attempts to “charter a 

plane to take her baby back to New Orleans or even to Miami,” “no one answered the telephone 

at the airport, and when Charlotte went out there by taxi with the baby in her arms she found 

only the controller playing cards with a couple of Yucatair mechanics and they said there were 

no charters in Mérida that night” (148-9).  

Such a crude, universal, and ultimately inescapable intrusion of external reality into 

human life helps Didion counter the extreme claims of postmodern constructivism or 

perspectivalism: it also focuses on commonalities or universalities in human life, rather than on 

every life’s particularity. Both the form and the themes of the novel diverge from postmodernist 

assumptions about language and human experience: language, in A Book of Common Prayer 
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corresponds to a great extent with the objects in the real world that it describes. Even more 

importantly, the novel itself focuses on the indisputable forces that impact human life, no matter 

what how these forces are named or interpreted. But Didion also acknowledges the lessons of 

postmodernism and poststructuralism as related to the issue of representation by limiting her 

representation to that which is empirically observable, or biologically consequential. This is why 

the narrative of Charlotte as told by Grace is reported using only that which she witnessed 

herself, heard from others, or learned from Charlotte herself. She inserts her own commentary 

very sparingly and seems to prefer to see the world through a de-personalized lens: her amateur 

interest in biochemistry, for example, is due to the fact that in that discipline “demonstrable 

answers are commonplace and ‘personality’ absent” (12). From biochemistry’s “point of view,” 

for example, fear of the dark is not an idiosyncratic propensity of a person based on their life 

experiences; rather, it is an “arrangement of fifteen amino acids. Fear of the dark is a protein. . . . 

[I]t can be synthesized in the laboratory” (12).  

Given the peculiarity of Charlotte’s behavior and sometimes the paradoxical nature of her 

actions, it is no surprise that Grace, driven by her desire to understand Charlotte’s story with a 

scientific precision, remarks in the same passage as quoted above: “Give me the molecular 

structure of the protein which defined Charlotte Douglas” (13). Then, at another point in the 

narrative, related to the already mentioned story of the ritual cutting of the females by their first 

sexual partners and Charlotte’s sympathizing with this practice, i.e., “‘I mean that’s pretty much 

what happens everywhere, isn’t it,’ she said. ‘Somebody cuts you? Where it doesn’t show?’ (85), 

Grace remarks upon remembering Charlotte’s cryptic response: “I have no way of knowing 

about the cuts that don’t show” (124). This statement is followed by the description of what she 

can know, and it is a description of a moment from Charlotte’s life which is very much in 
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keeping with the “surface” or reporting of the observable rather than diving into that which is 

subjective, psychological and elusive: 

I only know that the fifth week after the release of Marin’s tape Charlotte woke early 

every morning, dressed promptly, and immersed herself in the domestic maintenance of 

the house on California Street. She made inventories. She replaced worn sheets, chipped 

wine glasses, crazed plates. She paid an electrician time-and-half to rewire, on a 

Saturday, two crossed spots on the Jackson Pollock in the dining room. She was obsessed 

with errands, and she laid it to her pregnancy. (125) 

Even this passage is concluded by Grace with a kind of reminder to the reader that Charlotte is 

not seeing why she is acting as she does, although it is clear to those who witness her behavior, 

i.e., in this case Charlotte’s second husband, Leonard: “Leonard did not [explain her behavior as 

motivated by pregnancy]. So entirely underwater did Charlotte live her life that she did not 

recognize her preoccupations as those of a woman about to abandon a temporary rental. Leonard 

did” (126).  

 Grace is interested, then, in de-personalized structures of the world, in that which she can 

describe with some accuracy and without much interpretation. But, it is precisely due to this 

predilection that Charlotte’s story continuous to intrigue Grace: Charlotte’s story cannot be 

explained only by recourse to some inherent human commonalities (such as the randomness of 

the genetic code which can result in terminal illness and the certainty of death). The aberrations 

from the “norm” are in fact what keep Grace wanting to understand Charlotte’s behavior: “I am 

interested in Charlotte Douglas only insofar as she passed through Boca Grande, only insofar as 

the meaning of that sojourn continues to elude me” (21). The paradoxical nature of Charlotte is 

explained in the following passage: 
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Some things about Charlotte I never understood. She was a woman who grew faint when 

she noticed the blue arterial veins in her wrists, could not swim in clouded water, and 

once suffered an attack of acute terror while wading in water where an artesian well 

churned up the sand. Yet during the time when she was in Boca Grande I saw her 

perform a number of tasks with . . . [an] instinctive lack of squeamishness. . . I once saw 

her skin an iguana for stew. I once saw her make the necessary incision in the trachea of 

an OAS field worker who was choking on a piece of steak at the Jockey Club. . . . 

Charlotte did it with a boning knife plunged first in a vat of boiling rice. . . . [S]he 

grabbed up a chicken on a run and snapped the vertebrae in its neck. . . . There was no 

blood. (49, 61)  

Charlotte “does not make sense” to Grace: she is, at the same time, sensitive and tough, 

indecisive and unwavering. She is not easy to categorize, pinpoint. This lack of defined, solid 

personality type is what keeps Grace interested in Charlotte: the elusive, ungraspable aspects of 

her life are what she wants to understand: “I know how to make models of life itself, DNA, 

RNA, helices double and single and squared, but I try to make a model of Charlotte Douglas’s 

‘character’ and I see only a shimmer” (215).  

Grace can see that her reliance on what is common to human nature or existence is not 

telling the entire story of Charlotte’s: she is resolved to work with a less totalizing approach, 

“[L]et me try a less holistic approach to the model” (215). She proceeds to recount and juxtapose 

many different instances of Charlotte’s behavior which present a mixture of sensible, pragmatic 

thinking and, on the other hand, a complete divorce from the reality around her. Most mystifying 

of all the examples is the time when Charlotte decides to stay in Boca Grande regardless of the 

impending and likely violent coup d’état. Because Grace cannot find out what motivates 
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Charlotte’s stay on the island, the reader is left wondering about it too. The only explanation is 

quite poor as far as explanations go: “[She] told Leonard what she was going to do. She was 

going to stay. Not ‘stay’ precisely. ‘Not leave’ is more like it. ‘I walked away from places all my 

life and I’m not going to walk away from here’ is exactly what she had said to him” (256). There 

is a certain combination of agency and lack of it in this justification of her decision. It seems 

quite arbitrary to decide on Boca Grande, with the threat of the impending violence, as the place 

to stay, a fact that her husband, Leonard, also points out to her: “‘You have to pick the places 

you don’t walk away from,’” Leonard had said that night at the airport. . . ‘This isn’t one of those 

places. It’s the wrong place, Charlotte’” (256). 

 Thus, even an attempt at such a non-totalizing approach leads Grace to no satisfactory 

conclusions about Charlotte’s reasons and motivations: the meaning of her life and death remain 

“obscure,” not “settled,” “never decided” (215). The book ends with Grace’s burgeoning 

realization that it might have been her fixation on the method of equating the “observable” with 

“truth” or the “real” that was, in fact, distorting for her Charlotte’s story; she admits in the last 

lines of the novel: “I recognize the equivocal nature of even the most empirical evidence” (271). 

This is perhaps why the work ends with Grace’s complaint, “I have not been the witness I 

wanted to be” (272). This failure seems to be directly correlated to the overreliance on the 

impersonal as the source of “truth.” She enumerates the elements of her method that throughout 

the narrative she used to boost her credibility as an objective reporter as, in fact, the factors 

contributing to her failure to give a proper testimony of Charlotte’s case: “[A]ll I know 

empirically is I am told. I am told, and so she said. I heard later. According to her passport. It 

was reported. Apparently. I have not been the witness I wanted to be” (272). Thus, while Grace’s 

method was to avoid interpreting and surmising about Charlotte’s story, she seems to come to a 
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conclusion that the truth resides in the middle space, between empirical facts, formal documents 

(reports, passports) and a human interpretation of these facts.  

In light of this conclusion to the novel, it is quite clear that Didion, via Grace’s persona, 

is not unquestionably embracing the materialist and empiricist epistemology as the arbiter of the 

real or the truth. Instead, as I stated at the beginning of the analysis of the novel, the book seems 

to oscillate between the value of subjectivity and objectivity, personal and impersonal, telling 

and showing. At the same time, the tragic end to Charlotte’s life, which, it is clear, is caused by 

her willful idealism or, as Grace puts it, her rather solipsistic tendency to force reality to coincide 

with one’s impressions of it, rather than doing the reverse (195), is not an argument in favor of 

postmodernist constructivism.12 To embrace one to the exclusion of the other, the novel seems to 

say, might result in consequential distortions of one’s understanding of the world which may, as 

it did in Charlotte’s case, have dire practical consequences. I would argue that between Grace’s 

doubts and Charlotte’s death, the novel calls for a more balanced epistemology in which the 

givenness of the world is recognized, but not considered an end of human inquiry into the nature 

of reality; instead, it can be viewed as an invitation to further, post-postmodern conversation: in 

this way, Didion’s postmodern realism performs “Bakhtin’s notion of genre as ‘a mediation 

between world and text’ and the world both as something given and as something to be 

achieved” (Bowen 56). 

 

 
12 Narcissism is another word that can be used to describe the epistemological stance that Didion criticizes and 

dramatizes via the character of Charlotte in her novel: Adam Kelly writes that in observer-hero narratives, 

narcissism is an accurate description of the hero “who maintains a haughty separateness unto the point of death” 

(Kelly, American Fiction in Transition 78).  
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“I lost patience somewhat later with the conventions of the craft, with exposition, with 

transitions, with the development and revelation of ‘character’”–resisting fictionalizing in 

fiction  

 

The unnamed narrator-character in The Last Thing He Wanted, Didion’s most recent 

novel, confesses the above about one-third into the novel. The narrator, just like Grace in A Book 

of Common Prayer, is less of a storyteller and more of a passive observer of the novel’s 

protagonist’s life. And while this very disclosure comes later rather than earlier in the book, the 

objectivist, reportage-like narration is present from the very beginning of the text. 

Narratologically, it serves less the purpose of clarifying for the reader the narrative style of the 

book—the reader has been aware of its features for about seventy pages now—and is more a 

means to explain the motivations behind this narrative method. Just like in A Book of Common 

Prayer, in The Last Thing He Wanted, the chosen narrative style is based on the narrator’s 

epistemological beliefs. Following the above quoted confession about her impatience with the 

craft of fiction, certain traditional features of which “came to seem [to her] early on a trying 

conceit” (73), she points to a theory of language that she finds even more troubling: the idea that 

language does not refer to the outside world but that instead it is internally relational.  

The narrator realizes her disapproval of this very poststructuralist-sounding theory when 

she attempts to explain to her young daughter that writing about things that happened in 

extratextual reality is inherently changing their meaning. Upon uttering this dictum, however, 

she becomes aware that it is no longer something that she sees as an inescapable expedient to 

writing: “I recall explaining that . . . while it was true that the telling of a life tended to falsify it, 

gave it a form it did not intrinsically possess, this was just a fact of writing things down, 
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something we all accepted. I realized as I was saying this that I no longer did” (74; emphasis 

added). Thus, to write about her topic, i.e., the life of the protagonist, without such falsification, 

the narrator in The Last Thing He Wanted focuses her narrative on the empirical aspects of 

reality:  

I realized that I was increasingly interested only in the technical, in how to lay down the 

AM-2 aluminum matting for the runway, in whether or not the parallel taxiways and 

high-speed turnoffs must be provided, in whether an eight-thousand-foot runway requires 

sixty thousand square yards of operational apron, or only forty thousand. If the AM-2 is 

laid directly over laterite instead of over plastic membrane seal, how long would we have 

before base failure results? (How long would we need before base failure results was 

another question altogether, one I left to the Treat Morrisons of this world.) How large a 

base camp will a fifteen-hundred-kilowatt generator service? In the absence of high-

capacity deep wells, can water be effectively treated with tactical erdlators? I give you 

Fredrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, 1844-1900: ‘When Man does not have firm, calm lines on 

the horizon of his life—mountain and forest lines, as it were—then man’s most inner will 

becomes agitated, preoccupied and wistful.’ Tactical erdlators have been my mountain 

and forest lines. (The Last Thing 74) 

A poststructural counter to this kind of attempt to escape the linguistic distortion of reality would 

be based on another important axiom of the postmodern era, i.e., the incredulity toward 

metanarratives. According to that axiom, the scientific calculations on which Didion’s narrator 

relies here to tell the “hard truths” of the material world, are as socially constructed as other 

discourses claiming to be descriptive of mind-independent reality. Nevertheless, I believe that 

Didion attempts here to limit the scope of the “referential” power of language to that which is 
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less likely to cause such objections, rather than to completely avoid them, the latter being an 

impossible task in the postmodern theory of a fundamentally constructed reality. To put it 

another way, on the spectrum of socially constructed fictions, physical objects and their technical 

descriptions are less likely to be seen as fictitious than any claims regarding the immaterial 

aspects of the world. The latter are more likely to be accepted as matters of personal truth, 

whereas the former are understood to be an outcome of a successful interpersonal, social 

consensus. In fact, some of the grammatical choices in the above passage illustrate this interest in 

that which is less idiosyncratic: the narrator says that she became interested in asking questions 

such as “how long would we have before base failure results” rather than “[h]ow long would we 

need before base failure results.” The English verb “have,” when used for the purposes of 

expressing obligation, refers to a one which is externally imposed; “need,” in turn, is used to 

express a feeling of internal or subjectively felt sense of duty.  

 The narrative privileging of the external, material, observable world—such as physical 

appearances, behavior, dialogue—over more abstract aspects of reality—such as thoughts and 

feelings—is consistent with the profession of the observer-narrator in The Last Thing He 

Wanted. She is a journalist and, as such, she limits her narration to that which she can report on 

with the greatest degree of objectively. Didion’s narrator is quite vocal about this being her role 

in telling the story that constitutes the text of The Last Thing He Wanted. She takes upon herself 

the task of correcting what she perceives to be an inaccurate media representation of the 

protagonist’s, Elena McMahon’s work that she has done on behalf of her father, Dick McMahon, 

a petty arms-dealer. Elena agrees to do the eponymous last thing he [Dick] wanted which, in 

turn, causes her to become embroiled in a series of rather illicit and life-threatening situations. 

One of the reasons why the narrator believes Elena’s story has been misrepresented is that the 
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media portrayed her as “a survivor” (14). In light of the tragic resolution of the protagonist’s 

story, this interpretation strikes the narrator as a fundamentally inaccurate representation of the 

events in question: “[W]hat happened to Elena McMahon during the summer 1984 had notably 

little to do with surviving” (15). As such, the narrator goes on a quest to try to reconstruct the 

events that led to the premature and tragic end of the protagonist’s life. Of course, and as I 

mentioned in my discussion of Didion’s Book of Common Prayer, the tragic ending, usually the 

death of the protagonist, is very much in keeping with the observer-hero genre’s expectations. 

And, just like in the story of Grace and Charlotte, so in The Last Thing He Wanted, it is a device 

that Didion uses to criticize the postmodern philosophy of radical constructivism. 

 Discussion of Elena’s being a survivor or not also connects this narrative to the topic of 

human agency which, as I discussed above, is central to Didion’s construction of her novels’ 

universes. Elena, just like Charlotte, seems to have a rather inflated idea of the control she 

exercises over her life. But, just Charlotte, and in contrast to the generic convention of the 

observer-hero narrative, the heroine in The Last Thing He Wanted is not in charge of her destiny. 

Her inability to recognize this is described by the narrator as a form of “magical thinking”: 

 Since what happened to Elena McMahon during the summer of 1984 had notably little to 

 do with surviving, let me begin where she would begin. The night she walked off the 

 1984 campaign. You will notice that participants in disasters typically locate the 

 “beginning” of the disaster at a point suggesting their own control over events. A plane 

 crash retold will begin not with the pressure system over the Central Pacific that caused 

 the instability over the Gulf that caused the wind shear at DFW but at some manageable 

 human intersect, with for example the “funny feeling” ignored at breakfast. An account 

 of a 6.8 earthquake will begin not at the overlap of the tectonic plates but more 
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 comfortably, at the place in London where we ordered the Spode that shattered the 

 morning the tectonic plates shifted. 

Had we just gone with the funny feeling. Had we just never ordered the Spode. 

We all prefer the magical explanation. So it was with Elena McMahon. She had walked 

off the campaign the day before the California primary at one-forty in the morning Los 

Angeles time, she repeatedly told the DIA agent Treat Morrison flew down to take her 

statement, as if the exact time at which she walked off the campaign had set into 

inexorable motion the sequence of events that followed. (15; emphasis added) 

The fact that Elena sees herself as if her actions were significant in determining what ultimately 

happens to her puts her at odds with the narrator’s perception of reality; in the narrator’s view, to 

believe that one is in control of one’s fate is simply a form of wishful thinking.  

In keeping with the generic conventions of the observer-hero narrative, the narrator in 

The Last Thing He Wanted functions as a foil to the protagonist. Didion uses this dichotomy to 

dramatize the conflict that lies at the heart of her work: the tension between postmodern 

solipsism and the realist emphasis on the external forces circumscribing individual agency. To 

foreground the narrator’s desire to reach a truth that is more than merely personal, Didion makes 

her reporting based on discourses which seem rather impersonal. The narrator begins her work of 

re-telling Elena’s story by collecting published information on the case:  

If you wanted to see how she got caught you would probably begin with the documents. 

There are documents, more than you might think. Depositions, testimony, cable traffic, 

some of it not yet declassified but much in the public record. You could pick up a thread 

or two in the usual libraries: Congress of course. The Foreign Policy Institute at Hopkins, 

the Center for Strategic and International Studies at Georgetown. The Sterling at Yale for 
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the Brokaw correspondence. The Bancroft at Berkeley . . . There are the FBI interviews . 

. . There are the published transcripts of the hearings before the select committee, ten 

volumes, two thousand five hundred and seven pages, sixty-three days of testimony. . . . 

There is of course newspaper coverage. (10-11) 

This is a plethora of what for all intents and purposes appear to be reliable sources of 

information.13 Once the synthesis of the findings from such in-depth “investigation” is done, 

surely, the reader is led to believe, a most accurate or closest to truth picture of the case in 

question is bound to emerge. But the narrator-journalist is quick to emphasize that this is just the 

beginning of the uncovering of what and why what happened to Elena McMahon happened to 

her (“you would probably begin”). This is because the information included in these documents 

is full of gaps, “remarkable” as they point to the importance of “less what was said than what 

was not said” (46), including instances of detail or evasion “so blatant that it inadvertently 

billboards the very fact meant to be obscured” (10). The narrator-journalist embarks on a 

mission, then, to fill in the missing details with an eye to write a more accurate, or realer story of 

Elena: “You could call this a reconstruction. A corrective, if you will, to the Rand study. A 

revisionist view of a time and a place and an incident about which, ultimately, most people 

preferred not to know. Real world” (13; emphasis added). The real, in this short passage and in 

the understanding of the narrator-journalist, becomes equated with lack of selectiveness, and, by 

extension, a desire for comprehensiveness—one of classic realism’s characteristics, which Ian 

Watt describes as essential to Richardson’s and Defoe’s prose (56). This desire to understand the 

protagonist’s life is also concomitant with the observer-hero genre, though, usually, as Kelly 

 
13 In fact, drawing on these sources is a way in which Didion’s novel, once again, harkens back to the methods used 

in the realist novel of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which, as Daniel Worden writes, “employed devices 

like letters, newspapers, and diaries to ground narrative in an inherently prosodic reality” (5). 
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notes, these novels seem to focus on what the narrator knows to be true, rather than on that which 

he or she does not know (20). 

 The use of the word “reconstruction” in the above passage alerts the reader to the fact that 

no matter how de-personalized the narrator attempts to render her telling of Elena’s story, she 

has not participated in the events personally, but knows of them from many second-hand and 

incomplete sources. As such, she is sometimes forced to “construct” rather than relate the story. 

Filling in the gaps in a journalistic discourse, as well as in other “real” discourses, such as 

historical narratives, which are generically said to be “the representation of the actual” (White 

208), exposes one to the charges of bias or inaccuracy stemming from the act of interpretation. 

To complicate things further, there is a fine line between an enumeration of facts and creating a 

narrative of such enumeration: the sequence in which to enumerate the facts is a creative choice 

itself. 1415 Of course, the genre of the novel confines, but also expands Didion’s options. The Last 

Thing He Wanted is not, in contrast to journalistic and historical narratives, dealing with real but 

with the imagined events (White 208). Thus, accurate or objective epistemological categories 

function in the novel not in relation to the extratextual world, but rather in relation to the author’s 

design of the fictional world (which can, but does not have to, conform to the rules of external 

reality as we know it). But, if, as postmodernism taught us, the distinction between fact and 

fiction is not between one thing and another, but rather is a matter of degree—from largely 

untampered-with data, reported in a most value-neutral language, following such “good” 

historiography-defining criteria as “responsibility to the rules of evidence, the relative fullness of 

narrative detail, logical consistency” (White 207) to an entirely imaginary construct which is 

 
14 Hayden White discusses organizational possibilities and their implications in reporting historical events in his 

essay “Historical Text as Literary Artifacts” (202-3). 
15 David Shields goes as far as to say that all, even putatively “real” events, are already “invented”: “I see every art 

as importantly documentary. Everything is always already invented; we merely articulate, arrange” (68).  
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obliged to follow only one rule, i.e., its creator’s imagination—Didion’s narrator’s approach to 

her craft is more akin to that of a historian than a fiction writer. She collects the data from the 

sources which customarily can be said to be most authoritative and objective and vows to find all 

the necessary detail that, it would appear, was in someone’s interest to omit from the official 

reportage of Elena’s story. Her metric for how to find the “true” story also dovetails with “good” 

historiographic methodology: “The historian works inductively, collecting his facts and trying to 

avoid any informing patterns except those he sees, or is honestly convinced he sees, in the facts 

themselves. He does not work from a unifying form as the poet does, but toward it” (Frye qtd. in 

White 192). This is precisely Didion’s narrator’s method: “When I first heard this story there 

were elements that seemed to me questionable, details I did not trust. The facts of Elena 

McMahon’s life did not quite hang together. They lacked coherence. Logical connections were 

missing, cause and effect” (The Last Thing 5-6).  

But, just as Northrop Frye acknowledges in the above quote, the historian who diligently 

accumulates facts and reconstructs historical narratives in that way is not immune to seeing 

interpretative “patterns” in his data. The pattern is an intervention of human creativity into the 

otherwise de-personalized task of fact-gathering. Hayden White calls this process “emplotment”: 

“the encodation of the facts contained in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot 

structures” (193). Didion’s novel, notwithstanding its drive toward objectivity, is subject to this 

process as well: her work is structured as a crime novel as well as a detective story. Didion’s 

narrator needs to use “the constructive imagination” (White 193) to fill in the gaps in the 

incomplete or distorted official version of Elena’s story. This does not have to render her 

narration unreliable or untruthful: the discourses considered to be representative of the real or 

actual events are also to some extent speculative: historians, for example, tend to use “the 
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constructive imagination” in their work as well, as this kind of imaginative process can tell “the 

historian—as it tells the competent detective—what ‘must have been the case’ given the 

available evidence and formal properties it displayed to the consciousness capable of putting the 

right question to it” (Collingwood qtd. in White 193-4). It is clear that Didion’s narrator in The 

Last Thing He Wanted conceives of herself as possessing this very kind of consciousness: she 

has, after all, embarked on a mission to “correct” everyone else’s narrative of what happened to 

Elena McMahon. Historians and detectives, just like Didion’s narrator, are people who believe 

they have “the nose for the ‘story’ contained in the evidence or for the ‘true’ story that was 

buried in or hidden beneath the ‘apparent’ story” (Collingwood qtd. in White 194). As I have 

already shown, Didion’s narrator believes herself to be capable of doing exactly that with her 

“reconstruction” of the protagonist’s case. As I already mentioned, to the narrator’s mind, the 

sources she is consulting are full of information that appear to be just a cover-up for the 

information which is of real importance: “What was remarkable about those four hundred and 

seventy-six pages that Treat Morrison committed to the Bancroft Library was . . . less what was 

said than what was not said” (46). And, of course, there is the already quoted statement of why, 

in the first place, she would even choose to work on this case, namely, to provide “A revisionist 

view of a time and a place and an incident about which, ultimately, most people preferred not to 

know. Real world” (13). 

Calling her work “reconstruction” and “corrective” paradoxically strengthens rather than 

weakens the narrator’s ethos of objectivity. This honesty about the at least partially made-up 

nature of her report makes the narrator’s intimate knowledge of Elena’s actions—which would 

not be recorded in official documents—such as her sitting in her bed late at night, drinking beer 

by herself—appear trustworthy. The moments in the narrative where it is clear we are being told 
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things that the narrator could not have learned from the official sources on the case, and which 

she has no way of witnessing, removed as she is, although not all the time, in time and space 

from Elena, comply with the process of how “historians come to their evidence” (Collingwood 

qtd. in White 194). Namely, just like a historian, the narrator clearly uses her sense of “the 

possible forms that different kinds of recognizably human situations can take” (Collingwood qtd. 

in White 194). For example, we are being told that Elena, when attempting to get on a plane 

bound for Chicago to report on the 1984 presidential campaign, was “trying to get the agent to 

look at her as she groped through her bag trying to find the tags” (21). Or while she is staying at 

her father’s house in Florida, when woken up by his leaving the house in the middle of the night, 

she would “get up and open a bottle of beer and sit in bed drinking it until she fell asleep again, 

but one night the beer did not work and she was still awake, standing barefoot in the kitchen 

watching a local telethon on which a West Palm resident in a sequined dress seem to be singing 

gospel, when her father came in at dawn” (36). These are implausible close-ups of quite 

plausible actions performed by that kind of a person, in that kind of situation. Of course, a 

historian or a journalist could not employ such close-ups; they fall, on the spectrum of fact and 

fiction, or historical and novelistic discourse, closer to the latter’s end of the spectrum. And yet, 

the content of what formally aligns more with the novelistic than any “actual” kind of discourse 

remains invested in posing as a more factual rather than imaginative construct.  

This is because such “fillers” focus on that which can be empirically verified. The 

narrator’s imaginative constructs of Elena’s story focus on the external world: behavior, 

appearance, dialogue. It is true that within the 227 pages of the book, the reader can find a few 

instances when Elena’s internal thought processes are revealed to us; still, overwhelmingly, the 

narrative focuses on that which can be observed using the senses: looking for something in her 
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bag, drinking beer in bed. This focus on the material as opposed to the immaterial is, of course, 

in keeping with what the unnamed narrator admits, in her epiphany quoted at the top of this 

chapter, to be of her primary focus (“I was increasingly interested only in the technical, in how to 

lay down the AM-2 aluminum matting for the runway. . . in whether an eight-thousand-foot 

runway requires sixty thousand square yards of operational apron, or only forty thousand,” etc.) 

(The Last Thing 74). David Lodge argues that the reason why such prose strikes the reader as un-

novelistic is that the novel has been traditionally interested in qualia, or, the representation of 

“events as consciously experienced” (14). Narrative literature—and on Lodge’s view, the genre 

of the novel in particular—because it is not bound, in contradistinction to the scientific method, 

to base “all its assertions on evidence,” is able to “capture the density of experienced events by 

its rhetoric and it shows the connectedness of events through the devices of plot” (Lodge 14). 

Didion’s implicit (formal) and explicit (expressed in the narrator’s clear statement of her own 

narrative interests) refusal to follow the traditional conventions of writing narrative fiction, 

including the methods of fleshing-out the character in a way that a novel would traditionally 

attempt to, not least by delving into their mind, moves Didion’s prose away from the fiction side 

of the spectrum and toward a more factual type of discourse.  

Further, even when the narrator does delve into Elena’s mind, she still focuses on what 

the latter could have plausibly thought in a given context. Take, for example, the already 

mentioned moment in the narrative when Elena tries to board a plane bound for Chicago and, 

since her name is not on the passenger list, is pleading with the pilot to let her in:  

I just didn’t happen to be on the plane this week, she said to the agent. And you just came 

on. Which is why you don’t know me. The agent adjusted his jacket so that she could see 

his shoulder holster. She tried again: I had something personal, so I wasn’t on the plane 
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this week, otherwise you would know me. This was too humiliating. Why she had not 

been on the plane this week was none of the agent’s business.” (23) 

This is not a highly imaginative mode of relating the character’s thoughts: the reader is not 

provided with a description of some vastly idiosyncratic thought processes or emotions that run 

through Elena’s mind. Instead, we are given the most sensible conjecture, based on a most 

conventional understanding of the situation; it is very likely that Elena would feel humiliated by 

the agent’s apparent unwillingness to believe her credentials and by having to divulge to him, an 

unkind stranger, even in the most general way, her personal history. Additionally, it is not 

entirely impossible to see this passage as not an instance of free indirect discourse, but rather an 

entirely reported speech: the unnamed narrator, who herself is a journalist, could well be 

witnessing the scene from the plane which Elena attempts to board in that moment. The minute 

description of what the day’s lunch consisted of on the flight in question might indicate that 

either the narrator herself was there, or that she is, in this passage and those that are similarly full 

of descriptive detail, playing the role of an omniscient narrator (again, with the qualification that 

the details are usually highly generic and plausible in the context of the described situation).  

 Another feature of the descriptive passages that at least appear to prod mental states is 

that the narrator limits her role only to presenting them—she refrains entirely from analyzing 

their significance. She can report on what Elena felt or appeared to have felt, but there is never 

any “intrusive narrator” style of explanation or extrapolation of these observations into any 

larger patterns to shed light on Elena’s personality and life. Beyond the generic reasons why 

Elena could feel such and such (as in the above passage, when sharing one’s personal life’s 

details with a stranger is described as uncomfortable), the reader is always left to his or her own 
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devices to find any larger or deeper significance in the reported feelings and emotions. In the 

passage below the narrator gives the reader a glimpse into Elena’s feelings in the following way: 

She liked the place empty. She liked the way the shutters had started losing their slats. 

She liked the low clouds, the glitter on the sea, the pervasive smell of mildew and 

bananas. She liked to walk up the road from the parking lot and hear the voices from the 

Pentecostal church there. She liked to stand on the beach in front of the hotel and know 

that there was no solid land between her and Africa. (8)  

Of course, what we, as readers, want to know is why: why did she like the things we are told she 

liked, what does it tell us about Elena? What is the significance of these thoughts and 

propensities for the story at large? Examples like these are, at best, only very superficial 

glimpses into the internal world of the character rather than full expositions of the workings of 

her mind. Not relying on that conventional novelistic technique of providing a privileged look 

into the characters’ minds foregrounds to the reader his or her expectations of finding that very 

information in the novel. Because of this generic expectation, and in a parallel fashion to what 

the unnamed narrator-journalist claims to be her own interest in Elena’s case (in the evasion “so 

blatant that it inadvertently billboards the very fact meant to be obscured” and in “less what was 

said than what was not said”), these omissions are what actually ends up being foregrounded.  

 That it is the generic convention of the novel, and, more precisely, literary realism, that is 

alerting the reader to the unnaturalness of this narrative style is an important point to make. 

According to real-life parameters, this narrative style is in fact quite realistic: in our everyday 

life, we cannot access others’ minds unless they are willing to tell us exactly what they are 

thinking and feeling. Being removed in time and space from Elena, Didion’s unnamed character-

narrator does not possess this privilege. In this respect, The Last Thing He Wanted is also quite 
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different from the generic features of the observer-hero narrative: the narrator is not observing 

what Elena goes through first-hand, but pieces it together on the basis of secondary sources on 

the case and her own conjectures.16 There is one indication in the entire narrative that they knew 

each other at all, but, as with other details in the novel, while quantitatively generous, they are 

qualitatively scant, as such making it impossible for the reader to know the exact level of 

familiarity between the two women:  

[L]ogical connections seemed to be missing between the Elena Janklow I had known in 

California (Catherine Janklow’s mother, Wynn Janklow’s wife, co-chair, committee 

member, arranger of centerpieces and table favors for a full calendar of benefit lunches 

and dinners and performances and fashion shows, originator in fact of the locally famous 

No Ball Ball, enabling the benevolent to send their checks and stay home) and the Elena 

McMahon in the two AP stories. (12) 

More importantly, still, the narrator and Elena certainly did not speak about the events that 

constitute the main focus of the novel, i.e., the time when Elena becomes embroiled in her 

father’s suspicious arms-dealing activity.  

Didion devises one more way to help her narrative appear as factual as possible: she 

makes her protagonist, Elena, an ex-journalist. This fact seems to have a bearing on the way 

Elena thinks, which is strikingly reminiscent of the narrator’s focus on surface rather than depth, 

or on facts rather than their significance. In one such passage, when the narration is focused on 

what Elena might have been thinking, the text reads: “She did not think it possible that her father 

would find himself in exactly this situation, yet she had done exactly what he said he had to do. 

She had done exactly what her father said he had to do and she had done exactly what Barry 

 
16 As I mentioned above, even if she does see Elena in the scene where the latter is pleading with the pilot to board 

the plane, most of the time, it is clear that the narrator is not observing first-hand what she is reporting on.  
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Sedlow [her father’s mysterious acquaintance] said to do. . . . This should be Costa Rica. If this 

was Costa Rica the first thing she needed to do was get to San José” (79).17 Furthermore, Elena is 

as objectivity- and accuracy-driven as the narrator herself:  

She sat on a stool at the counter that divided the living room from the kitchen and began 

 reading the Miami Herald, she had picked up at the airport . . . An American hostage who 

 had walked out of Lebanon via Damascus said at his press conference in Wiesbaden that 

 during captivity he had lost faith not only in the teachings of his church but in God. 

 Hostage Describes Test of Faith, the headline read, again misleadingly. She considered 

 ways in which the headline could have been made more accurate” (29). 

At the same time, Didion seems to use the protagonist as a mouthpiece for the readers’ 

convention-conditioned desire, i.e., the ability to be privy to the inner lives of the characters. 

When Elena flies home to attend her mother’s funeral and due to the delay of her flight arrives at 

her destination post-factum, i.e., the cremation of her mother’s body has already been performed, 

her mother’s partner explains to Elena that it did not matter that she was late, because it was, in 

fact, her mother’s wish not to have a formal burial ceremony: “You know how Kitty felt about 

funerals, Ward said repeatedly. Actually I never heard her mention funerals, Elena said finally, 

thinking only to hear more about what her mother had said or thought, but Ward had looked at 

her as if wounded” (39; emphasis added). She stops her mother’s partner when he wants to share 

with her the information about her mother’s feelings: at the same time, she silently acknowledges 

a desire to learn more about her mother’s inner life. This is just one example of a thematic 

representation of the readerly experience of The Last Thing He Wanted. Other characters in the 

 
17 Just like Graham Greene’s The Quiet American, an “archetypal” observer-hero narrative, Didion’s novel, as well 

as her two previous novels, Democracy and A Book of Common Prayer, focus on an “American protagonist 

displaced to the ‘squalid tropics’” (Merivale qtd. in Kelly 20).      



 

 

80 

novel are in fact as surface-oriented as the narrator or Elena. When Elena is asked by her father’s 

suspicious acquaintance, the already mentioned character of Barry Sedlow, to wait for him in a 

designated area until he meets her there, although, as he makes sure to remark “he might not [get 

there],” she inquires about the reasons and motivations that may prevent him from coming to the 

meeting: “‘Why might you happen not to show up,’ she had asked” (62; emphasis added), to 

which the answer is as vague and unrevealing as it gets: “‘Could happen I won’t like the look of 

it,’ he had said then” (62). Once again, then, the reader is barred from knowing the characters’ 

internal rationales for why they do, or do not do, certain things.  

Thus, Didion’s narrative style in The Last Thing He Wanted is unconventional in at least 

a few ways, but not unrealistic in its fidelity to the dimension of human life in question, i.e., 

reporting on other people’s mental states and processes. It is not experimental either, though it 

might have been had it been written at the beginning of the twentieth century; when Ernest 

Hemingway, one of Didion’s favorite writers, published his short story “The Killers” in 1927 it 

was “deemed experimental and path-breaking” (Alber, et al. 352).18 As Brian Richardson, along 

with two colleagues, argues in “Unnatural Voices, Minds, and Narration,” Hemingway’s text, 

which is, like most of Didion’s novel, “entirely externally focalized and does not provide the 

reader with any access to the thoughts or feelings of the characters,” was considered 

experimental at the time of its publication “although (and perhaps precisely because) it is told 

with the restriction that real-world parameters impose on storytellers (and cannot tell with 

 
18 As Tracy Daugherty documents in his comprehensive biography of Didion, she discovered “sharp writing in the 

work of Ernest Hemingway” (11) when she was only twelve years old. Daugherty writes that Hemingway’s appeal 

lied for Didion precisely in his scrupulous paucity of description: “‘In the late summer of what year? What river, 

what mountains, what troops?’ she asked herself . . . Hemingway avoided abstractions. ‘I was always embarrassed 

by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice…’ he wrote. ‘I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were 

glorious had no glory…’ He went on to say, “There were many words that you could not stand to hear and finally 

only the names of places had dignity’” (11) 
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certainty what someone else thinks)” (Alber, et al. 352). At the same time, novels like Didion’s, 

though no longer experimental, but written for the most part in such surface-over-depth-

privileging style, still appear to us quite strange, perhaps testifying to the power of literary 

convention over what we consider “realistic.” At the same time, Didion’s novel is not written 

solely from the third person perspective. As mentioned above, it makes use of free indirect style 

when describing Elena’s experiences that the narrator could not, according to real-life 

parameters, be privy to. And while this sort of knowledge might seem “unnatural,” or 

“transgressive,” to use Richardson’s and his colleagues’ terminology (360), it is not, like I 

mentioned above, entirely implausible: the unnamed narrator seems to limit the content of such 

passages to actions and words that seem quite typical of a given situation or personality. What 

Richardson and his colleagues argue is that when the reader is faced with such passages in an 

overwhelmingly “factual” narrative, he or she is “employing a range of strategies for naturalizing 

and understanding [seemingly strange acts of] narration in accordance with real-life parameters” 

(Alber et. al 363). Narratologists believe that such behavior accompanies reading realist fiction 

in order to conceive of such moments in terms of extrapolation or guessing rather than outright 

lying or making up what the narrator cannot know (Alber et. al 363).  

Such narrative method is also, and perhaps more importantly, reflective of Didion’s 

acquiescence to what Jonathan Franzen calls a “modest kind of realism” (Franzen qtd. in 

McGuire xxi). It is also in agreement with the conventions of what I have been theorizing as 

postmodern realism in that it “accepts the social construction of reality without surrendering the 

worth of objectivity” (Thornton and Thornton 127). Didion’s narrator clearly attempts to salvage 

the concept of objectivity by focusing her storytelling on that which is easier to objectively assert 

as true or real and, as a corollary to this decision, shies away from that which is hard to define, 
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such as mental states. In fact, she explicitly says that the internal processes of Elena’s mind are 

what it is difficult for her to write about: “This business of Elena McMahon, then, is hard for me. 

This business of what ‘changed’ her, what ‘motivated’ her, what made her do it” (75). The 

narrator is fully aware of what the reader will want from her: to write in keeping with the 

conventionally sanctioned “right” of a novelist to claim an implausibly certain knowledge of 

their characters’ inner lives. Her acknowledgment of the difficulty of dealing with the realm of 

interiority as well as her attention to empirically accessible information and plausible 

conclusions drawn from it leaves the reader with a feeling of trust in the objectivity of the report.  

This literary technique allows Didion to accept the lessons of postmodernist distrust in 

the referential power of language, but also to find a way to use language in a way which reflects 

a belief that it is still capable of describing the world in a meaningful way. While the narrator’s 

investigation is a careful study of her subject matter, and she shows a healthy dose of 

postmodern cynicism in regard to its official narrative, it is implied that her way of presenting 

the story is more accurate (she is writing a “corrective” of that official story). In other words, 

Didion’s text suggests that there are more and less correct ways to capture the “real world” in 

language; in Didion’s book, the real is largely constituted by the material, empirically attestable 

aspects of the world, and, as such, truth-telling is a matter of achieving the greatest level of 

correspondence between the word and the world.  

Conclusion 

 
 
 Didion’s fiction dramatizes the conflict between epistemological and literary realism and 

anti-realism or literary postmodernism. Through her use of the genre of the observer-hero 

narrative, she illustrates the perils of exclusively embracing either realist or anti-realist 



 

 

83 

epistemology. She acknowledges that to occupy either extreme, materialist and empirical realism 

or constructivist and solipsistic postmodernism, is to misunderstand the complicated nature of 

reality, including the reality of the material world and the world of other people. I read Didion’s 

complaint at the end of A Book of Common Prayer, “I have not been the witness I wanted to be” 

(272), as a recognition that in order to return language to its communicative grace, language 

cannot be irrevocably tied to one or another of these two epistemologies and their accompanying 

theories of language. Because realism and anti-realism are antithetical to one another, to view 

language as capable of accommodating both means that they need to become more moderate 

versions of their extremes. In such new epistemology, which I call postmodern realism, a 

recognition of the constructed nature of reality does not need to automatically prevent us from 

using language to search for intersubjective agreement or from maximizing objectivity whenever 

possible. Didion does this in her novels by limiting her scope of narration to that which is more 

easily describable in intersubjective terms, i.e., the empirical or material aspects of reality as well 

as material manifestation of immaterial forces: human behavior, dialogue. This technique, along 

with a careful avoidance of interpretative claims in both novels discussed in this chapter, allow 

Didion to return some of the referential or mimetic power of language to contemporary fiction 

and eliminate some of the postmodernist-induced suspicion of any act of speaking as an 

instantiation of an always interested and biased perspective. This method is of course also related 

to one of the important aesthetic assumptions underlying literary realism: that the reality 

represented be minimally shaped by the perspective of the narrating subject.  

Didion’s preoccupation with grounding her discourse in something less volatile than 

subjective perception or linguistic structures unencumbered by their real-world referents is her 

way of arguing for a social world that fosters connection or at least offers a possibility of 
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dialogue between individuals and groups of people rather than social alienation and 

miscommunication. It is not, as I mentioned before, that Didion’s kind of realism is what Zadie 

Smith once described as a naive subgenre of it, namely “lyrical realism” which seems, in its lack 

of self-consciousness, to “continue on its merry road, with not a metaphysical care in the world” 

(81). Didion’s writing is heavily marked by self-reflexive, metafictional tendencies. It is, 

however, also the case that while clearly skeptical of language’s ability to unproblematically 

reflect extratextual reality, she sets out to critique the idea of pure constructivism in the name of 

salvaging stability that comes from the consensus, however provisional, of what constitutes facts 

and what does not. Didion’s protagonists, instead of acknowledging this necessity of conforming 

to the rules of the material and social reality they exist in, are confined to their own perception of 

it, which, ultimately, does not prove beneficial to their empirical experience. In a manner 

reminiscent of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fiction, then, Didion’s characters are made to 

realize that there exist bigger-than-individual forces, be they material or social structures, which 

are not to be ignored as forces conditioning individual existence. As Patricia Waugh writes in her 

book-length study of metafiction, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious 

Fiction (1984), in “eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fiction, the individual is always finally 

integrated into the social structure (usually though family relationships, marriage, birth, or the 

ultimate dissolution of death)” (10). In both A Book of Common Prayer and The Last Thing He 

Wanted the protagonists are folded back into the social by their literal deaths. Thus, what is at 

stake in Didion’s preoccupation with language as a referential medium is finding a reality that is 

epistemologically stable enough to facilitate social interaction between members of a given 

society to ensure self-preservation, on both the material and psychological levels. Such critique 
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of pure constructivism or radical relativism puts Didion in the category of writers who do not fit 

neatly into the postmodern epoch, whether it be considered a philosophical or aesthetic category.  

 Didion’s novels, then, as I hope to have shown, try to communicate the need for the 

literary text to escape what Fredric Jameson, borrowing Nietzsche’s term, calls the “prisonhouse 

of language” –to be a witness in the world and of the world, where a renewed trust between the 

word and the world is being called for and possible. If our thinking is based on postmodernist 

epistemology—which is built on “the notion that there is no truth to be found, or at least no 

language to communicate it, and no subject/author to utter such language, however cautiously or 

hypothetically” (Thornton and Thornton 135), how can we ever find common ground with 

anyone else about anything? On the other hand, transcendental claims to objectivity and the 

associated notions of universalism and essentialism are equally detrimental to the project of 

arriving at the “communicative threshold of a postmodern ‘we’” (Thornton 123). Didion’s novels 

stage the tensions between these two mutually exclusive, at least in their extreme forms, 

epistemologies and shows their pitfalls to suggest a need to move away from a way of living that 

does not work toward one that does. The one that does, in turn, seems to be based on the 

importance of recognizing that human knowledge of the world and other people is always 

provisional and open-ended but also that “acts of subjective will or power can only become true 

if they match what already exists both in the sense of what is objectively in the world and in the 

sense of the previous truths that human beings have made” (McGuire xxiii). Didion’s novels 

indicate that for language and its users to be able to witness the world ethically—with an 

openness toward the other—siloing one another within personal versions of truth or 

epistemology will not do. Instead, she suggests an openness toward another’s perspective 

without sacrificing the value of interpersonal consensus; both need to work in tandem to ensure 
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better communication between different perspectives which, in turn, can lead to a clearer sense 

of what the world is and what it still can be.  
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Chapter 2: David Foster Wallace and the healing of contemporary fiction 

 

      The problem is that, however misprised it’s been,  

      what’s been passed down from the postmodern  

      heyday is sarcasm, cynicism, a manic ennui,  

      suspicion of all authority, suspicion of all   

      constraints on conduct, and a terrible penchant for  

      ironic diagnosis of unpleasantness instead of an  

      ambition not just to diagnose and ridicule but to  

      redeem.  

      DFW, “An Interview with Larry McCaffery”  

 

Introduction   

  

 In a video clip from a 2006 international literary festival in Italy, Le Conversazioni, 

David Foster Wallace gives his opinion on how one could categorize contemporary American 

writers:   

 One symptom of what you could call the American disease is that I don’t know of any 

 writers who think of themselves as other writers, or, critics often group writers more than 

 writers do. I would say that there is a group of American writers who tend to use more 

 the techniques of postmodernism and experimentation. And then, there’s a group of 

 traditional, sort of more realistic . . . “realistic” writers. And that many of the writers I 

 admire, I don’t know whether I’m one of them, are interested in using postmodern 

 techniques, postmodern aesthetic, but being able … using that to discuss or represent 
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 very old, traditional, human verities that have to do with spirituality, and emotion, and 

 community, and the ideas that the avant-garde would consider very old-fashioned. So that 

 there’s a kind of melding. It’s using postmodern formal techniques for very traditional 

 ends. Those . . . if there is a group—and some of whom I think are here this week with 

 me—if there’s is . . . if there is such a group, I would like to think . . . that’s the group I 

 wanna belong to. (“Wallace Visits Italy” 00:08:04—09:19) 

In this short excerpt from what appears to be very casual and conversational interview, Wallace 

reveals his literary aesthetics and philosophical program: to use postmodernist formal devices to 

achieve realist goals, i.e., to discuss traditional human verities which he characterizes as those 

that have to do with spirituality, emotion, community.19 In a direct response to the question 

asked, he also distinguishes three separate groups of writers existing at that time in America: 

postmodernists/experimental writers; traditional realists; those who mix the two conventions 

together. The last group is the one he wishes to be identified with—and he suggests that such 

writers as Zadie Smith, Nathan Englander, Jeffrey Eugenides, and Jonathan Franzen—the 

authors who accompany him at this international literary event—belong to the same group. He 

also claims that the fact that his literary peers do not see themselves as being part of a bigger 

project is worrisome: it is one of the symptoms of what he calls “the American disease.” While 

Wallace does not offer any explanation as to what he means by the “American disease,” it 

appears to have to do with a lack of a sense of belonging or having a community; by extension, 

 
19 Wallace’s labelling of these values as traditional is part of his attempt to distinguish them from the “experimental” 

or avant-garde concerns of the postmodern literature: scholars agree that postmodernism in arts is marked by a 

skepticism in metaphysics, “[postmodernist theoretical discourse] discredit[ed] . . . [the] hermeneutic model of the 

inside and the outside and . . .  stigmatiz[ed] such models as ideological and metaphysical” (Jameson, “Cultural 

Logic” 12); emotional disaffection or Jameson’s waning of affect (“a liberation from every other kind of feeling as 

well, since there is no longer a self present to do the feeling” (Jameson, “Cultural Logic” 16) and alienation based on 

such postmodern/late capitalist developments as ever-present advertising, 24-hour media cycle, or rampant 

consumerism (Holland, Succeeding 10).  
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this means that to Wallace community is an important part of life. It might well be that this is the 

Midwesterner in Wallace that makes him worry about this kind of thing: as D.T. Max writes in 

his 2012 biography of Wallace’s life Every Love Story is a Ghost Story, growing up in central 

Illinois, Wallace was surrounded by the “midwestern virtues of normality, kindness, and 

community” (1).20 But at the time of this interview, Wallace was of course already an established 

and respected author whose insight into the state of contemporary American literature was 

certainly worth paying attention to.  

 In this chapter, I will argue that Wallace saw writing in the vein of postmodernist 

tradition of such giants of American postmodernism as Pynchon and Barthelme as a factor 

contributing to the existential loneliness he identified as the essential characteristic of his 

generation. By his generation, in turn, Wallace appears to mean, certainly among others, the 

writers who accompany him at the Italian festival mentioned above. Incidentally, these are also 

the writers who Lee Konstantinou describes as those who “came of age under postmodernism” 

and who subsequently developed a rather “disputative relationship” with this aesthetic and 

historical phenomenon (Cool Characters 5). Synthesizing the features of the literary production 

among these writers Konstantinou claims that one can distinguish the following framework for 

thinking about their work: under the influence of “self-reflection cultivated within the academy” 

they become “writer-critics,” engaged in discussing “dominant academic discourses on literary 

art” in their own fiction or nonfiction (Konstantinou 4); they are not strictly speaking “anti-

postmodernist” in their stance; they wish to “move beyond postmodernism” by countering one of 

its most prominent characteristic, i.e., philosophical and aesthetic irony (Konstantinou 6).  

 
20 The American Midwest still connotes with a more “traditional” approach to life than the parts of the country 

which are known for being more progressive, i.e., the East and West coasts, for example.  
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 Another framework for categorizing contemporary writers who work in the waning of 

postmodernism, is the New Sincerity. As discussed in the introduction to this project, New 

Sincerity is viewed by scholars as a contemporary turn in literature to a model of fiction writing 

which asks the reader to abandon postmodernist irony in favor of a more trusting attitude. This 

trust is supposed to be generated by a more earnest prose of the New Sincerity writers. But these 

writers, just like Konstantinou writes above, are not imagining that they can transcend any and 

all the issues generated by the ethos of postmodern irony: in fact, as Adam Kelly puts it, “being 

a post-postmodernist or New Sincerity writer means never being certain whether you are so 

[sincere/post-postmodern], and whether your struggle to transcend narcissism, solipsism, irony, 

and insincerity is even undertaken in good faith” (204-5). As such, the New Sincerity authors 

have a much more nuanced relationship to postmodernism: in a way, their work seem to 

correspond to what Wallace described as the work of his contemporaries who mix postmodernist 

and realist aesthetics and assumptions in their writing. For example, they’ll enter the 

poststructural game of signification to criticize its practical implications, such as when in A Visit 

from the Goon Squad (2010), Jennifer Eagan shows her characters “reduced to employing baby 

talk in failed efforts to communicate without ambiguity” (Kelly 202). Significantly, and as I 

already mentioned in my introduction, Wallace’s own 1993 essay, “E Unibus Pluram: Television 

and U.S. Fiction” is unanimously agreed to be a kind of manifesto for this movement; I will 

discuss the essay in detail below, but suffice it so say at this point that “E Unibus Pluram” urges 

writers to eschew postmodern irony and “dare” to display commitment, belief, and trust—the 

behaviors that postmodernism rendered unfashionable. 
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 That Wallace’s fiction is an example of the New Sincerity movement in contemporary 

American letters has been established via a number of arguments.21 Critics agree that by and 

large, the New Sincerity revolves around the question of interpersonal communication, while, at 

the same time, displaying a worry that “sincere communication is not possible” (Konstantinou, 

Cool Characters 38). Wallace’s fiction, generally speaking, matches this description. As such, it 

would appear that the New Sincerity is also very closely related to Mary K. Holland’s 

poststructural realism which goal is to use the poststructuralist theories of language to show that 

they do not have to necessarily mean a breakdown of communication (Succeeding 7). It might 

appear superfluous then for me to categorize Wallace’s work as belonging to yet another 

movement or genre, i.e., postmodern realism. This is, however, what I wish to do here and the 

reason why I propose this label as opposed to the New Sincerity or the poststructuralist realism is 

because Wallace’s work’s ultimate goal is more than establishing a sincere communication with 

his reader or attempting to find ways to communicate sincerely via the predetermined, inherently 

self-referential language. As I will show, Wallace attempts to recuperate the referential power of 

language in service of communicating the idea of an accessible reality beyond language; he does 

so by making his reader invested in both his stories’ forms as well as their themes. Both are 

meant to, as I will argue, engender a belief in an affective or emotional reality beyond language. 

Because Wallace does so with recourse to his trust in that people can deeply feel for one another 

even when they are unable to rationally understand each other, his work performs the realism-

 
21 See, for example: Williams, Iain. “(New) Sincerity in David Foster Wallace’s “Octet” (2015); Kelly, Adam. “The 

New Sincerity.” Postmodern/Postwar and After: Rethinking American Literature (2016); Konstantinou, Lee. “How 

to Be a Believer.” Cool Characters (2016); Doyle, Jon. “The changing face of post-postmodern fiction: Irony, 

sincerity, and populism.” (2018); Colton, Aaron. “Writing About Writer’s Block: Metafiction, the New Sincerity, 

and Neoliberalism in David Foster Wallace’s ‘Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way’ and Sheila Heti’s 

How Should a Person Be?” (2020); Lambert, Stephanie. “‘The Real Dark Side, Baby’”: New Sincerity and 

Neoliberal Aesthetics in David Foster Wallace and Jennifer Egan” (2020). 
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associated ethical function of literature of “extending the limits of human sympathy” (Levine, 

Realistic 8).  

 Wallace’s own words  can be used to support my claim about his work: the main reason 

why Wallace disliked poststructuralist ideas on linguistic referentiality as well as the postmodern 

ethos of irony and detachment is related to his overarching goal to make his fiction refer to the 

extratextual world. In his discussion of post-postmodernist prose by Jonathan Franzen, Richard 

Powers, and David Foster Wallace, Stephen Burn writes that while “[p]ost-postmodern novels 

are informed by the postmodernist critique of the realist belief that language can be a true mirror 

of reality . . . they are suspicious of the logical climax to this critique” (Jonathan Franzen 21). 

Burn discusses both the aesthetic and political implications and argues that post-postmodernist 

novelists “more obviously address the idea of a real world beyond the problems raised by 

nonreferential systems of discourse” (Burn, Jonathan Franzen 31). To Wallace, as I will argue 

and as the following quotation will elucidate, this reality is constituted by human feelings and, 

more precisely, a human need to feel a sense of belonging with others; the corollary to that is that 

literature’s goal is to tackle human loneliness and alienation which, in Wallace’s view, was the 

purpose of “real art”: 

  Larry McCaffery: A phrase in one of your recent letters really struck me: “The magic of 

 fiction is that it addresses and antagonizes the loneliness that dominates people.” 

 David Foster Wallace: “Aggravate” might be better than “antagonize,” in the sense of 

 aggravation as intensification. . . . You don’t have to think very hard to realize that our 

 dread of both relationships and loneliness, both of which are like sub-dreads of our dread 

 of being trapped inside a self (a psychic self, not just a physical self), has to do with angst 

 about death, the recognition that I’m going to die, and die very much alone, and the rest 
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 of the world is going to go merrily on without me. I’m not sure I could give you a 

 steeple-fingered theoretical justification, but I strongly suspect a big part of real art 

 fiction’s job is to aggravate this sense of entrapment and loneliness and death in people, 

 to move people to countenance it, since any possible human redemption requires us first 

 to face what’s  dreadful, what we want to deny. (Burn, Conversations 31-32) 

 In what follows, I first discuss Wallace’s complicated relationship to postmodernism in 

order to explain better why and in what ways he meant for his fiction to move beyond that 

tradition of writing. In the second part of this chapter, I analyze two of Wallace’s short stories to 

substantiate my claim that Wallace’s short stories are his attempt to instill in the reader a belief 

in a plane of interpersonal connection resulting from the extratextual and nonintellectual human 

ability to empathize with other humans.   

 

Postmodernism and Its Discontents—David Foster Wallace’s critique of postmodernism’s 

legacy  

 

 David Foster Wallace is considered one of the most important writers of the last few 

decades to depart, in significant ways, from writing in the vein of American postmodernism’s 

“masters” such as William Gaddis, Donald Barthelme, John Barth, Thomas Pynchon, or Kathy 

Acker. His magnum opus, Infinite Jest, published by Little, Brown and Company in February of 

1996, is typically considered the best example of “his dialogue with self-referential 

postmodernism” (Burn, David Foster 2). At the same time, self-referentiality or metafiction is 

only one facet of postmodernism—even if a very important, perhaps a defining one—and only 

one of the postmodernism’s facets with which Wallace engaged in his impressively eclectic body 

of work. Even in Infinite Jest itself, undoubtedly thanks to its volume (it is 1,079 pages and 
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contains 900 notes, including endnotes, some with their own footnotes)—Wallace uses and 

tackles other formal and thematic features associated with postmodern literature: variations on 

the linear narrative structure; interest in the products of the human mind, more precisely 

television and language; irony; and, lastly, humor, including parody.22 Stephen Burn correctly 

posits that Infinite Jest “stands, by common critical consent, at the heart of Wallace’s oeuvre” 

(Burn qtd. in Wagner-Martin 38); it is hardly a surprise then that most critics use this very novel 

to show Wallace’s complicated relationship to postmodernism. The truth is, however, that even 

his very first book, The Broom of the System, published in January of 1987 by Viking Penguin—

and written in his early twenties, when working toward his MFA degree in Creative Writing at 

the University of Arizona (Max 65-71, 81)—shows the same tendency to rely on and, at the same 

time, to diverge from his postmodern predecessors’ ideas about how literature should be written 

and what it should be about. As his biographer, D.T. Max explains in his discussion of The 

Broom of the System:  

 Pynchon saturates the book’s DNA: he is in the atmosphere of not quite serious 

 corporate intrigue, in the meetings in obscure bars, and the psychiatrists more in need of 

 help than their patients (Dr. Jay shares Lot 49’s Dr. Hilarius’s “delightful lapses from 

 orthodoxy”). . . [And yet] [t]he book is original. It differs from Pynchon in delicate but 

 pervasive ways. Pynchon’s Oedipa Maas is emotionless, surfing above dysfunctional 

 America with a light 1960s sense of indestructibility. By contrast Wallace’s Lenore—“a 

 beautiful, bright, witty, largely joyful albeit troubled and anyway interestingly troubled” 

 girl, as Dr. Jay describes her—strives for contact. There is an ache in Broom. If on the 

 surface even lighter than the Pynchon novel, just a bit below it exudes discomfort and 

 
22 I rely on Linda Wagner-Martin’s count of the notes in Infinite Jest having not done the counting myself, see, 

Linda Wagner-Martin, The Routledge Introduction to American Postmodernism, 37.  
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 yearning. Wallace’s anxiety, his fear of a world in which nothing is rooted . . . are 

 apparent. The borderline between the self and the other preoccupies: Rick Vigorous’s 

 penis is too small to have sex with Lenore; another character, Norman Bombardini, is so 

 vast he literally tries to eat her, while Lenore herself almost seems as incorporeal as her 

 great-grandmother. . . . Wallace would in future years dismiss the book as written by “a 

 very smart fourteen-year-old,” but that is unfair: this adolescent is not just smart; he is 

 attempting to communicate. (48; emphasis added) 

To put it another way, Wallace’s literary career begins with what seems to be the thread 

underlying all his subsequent publications: using postmodernism and its lessons to discuss the 

topic of meaningful interpersonal connection as well as to find a way to communicate with his 

reader a belief that such connection is, in fact, possible. And while his first novel as well as his 

magnum opus, Infinite Jest address these issues, it is in his mid-career publication of 1999, i.e., 

Brief Interviews with Hideous Men where he articulates a path out of alienating and distanced 

universe to a more connected one.  

 To state this is to imply that postmodernism in its original form was not a type of 

literature where the question of achieving interhuman communication was a major consideration. 

Nor was it anxious about the uprootedness of things in the world. In fact, if postmodernism’s 

philosophical propositions are taken to their logical conclusions, both these ideas are quite the 

opposite to what Wallace wanted to represent them as. First, the concept of a meaningful 

intersubjective communication was considered a rather unattainable goal as “postmodernism 

takes the subjective idealism of modernism to the point of solipsism” (Hawthorn 84). Aided by 

the poststructural ideas about language which began circulating in the American academy ca. 

1960, postmodernism sees the possibility of effective interhuman communication as doomed by 
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virtue of language’s essential self-referentiality. This is related to the second concept rejected by 

postmodernist thinking, i.e., that the contents of the world can be accurately and meaningfully 

described. Jacques Derrida’s famous pronouncement, “There is nothing outside the text” which 

has come to define postmodernist ontology, stands in direct contrast to the idea of things being 

“rooted in the world”: in a postmodernist constructivist universe, such previously “stable” 

concepts as truth, self, biological reality, etc. are man-made inventions, products of human 

interpretation of the world’s phenomena and as such subject to continuous revisions. This is very 

often reflected in absurdist prose, such as Samuel Beckett’s, which is supposed to communicate 

to the reader the futility of finding an abiding or valid meaning in life or in the world. Finally, if 

Wallace’s first novel exudes “ache,” “discomfort,” or “yearning” regarding the state of human 

connection and meaning-making in the world, postmodernism’s attitude to these modernist-

initiated affects is that of enthusiasm and playfulness: in other words, postmodernism “rejects the 

tragic and pessimistic elements in modernism in the apparent conclusion that if one cannot 

prevent Rome burning then one might as well enjoy the fiddling while it burns” (Hawthorn 84).  

 This is precisely what Wallace took an issue with when it came to the legacy of 

postmodernism’s philosophical assumptions and literary practices: it simply ceased to be 

constructive. Enamored with a cynical diagnosing of the world, as Wallace puts it in the epigraph 

to this chapter, the followers of postmodernism were not interested in pushing the “findings” of 

postmodernism in a new direction; instead, they were unproductively stuck repeating what has, 

to Wallace’s mind, already been done and, as such, needed to be replaced with something new. 

The early literary postmodernism interrogated and seriously undermined the ideas which it 

engaged itself with; Wallace, in fact, praised the movement’s role as a social critique: 
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 the best postmodern fiction wasn’t only credible as art; it seemed downright socially 

 useful in its capacity for what counterculture critics call “a critical negation that would 

 make it self-evident to everyone that the world is not as it seems” (Marcus qtd. in 

 Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram” 183). Kesey’s dark parody of asylums suggested that our 

 arbiters of sanity were maybe crazier than their patients; Pynchon reoriented our view of 

 paranoia from deviant psychic fringe to central thread in the corporo-bureaucratic weave; 

 DeLillo exposed image, signal, data, and tech as agents of spiritual chaos and not social 

 order. Burroughs’s icky explorations of American narcosis exploded hypocrisy; Gaddis’s 

 exposure of abstract capital as dehumanizing exploded hypocrisy; Coover’s repulsive 

 political farces exploded hypocrisy. Irony in sixties art and culture started out the same 

 way youthful rebellion did. It was difficult and painful, and productive—a grim diagnosis 

 of a long-denied disease. (183) 

Clearly, postmodernists’ concerns were related to the “real” world, lived experience, and were 

united under the umbrella of exposing the falsity behind the image of post-war American 

prosperity, decency, and contentment. The issues of a more abstract nature, “[a]ll that tormented 

stuff about…whether fiction was the world or the word,” (McInerney qtd. in Max 95), were 

firmly rooted in the social and political which made this body of literature, in Wallace’s view, 

“socially useful,” a function of fiction which, as I mentioned in the introduction, Wallace 

considered a characteristic of “real art.” To Wallace, this was exactly what the followers of 

postmodernism, writers of his own generation lacked: a sense of unity based on what was 

commonly acknowledged to be problematic and thus exposed as such. In a 1996 radio interview 

with Chris Lyndon, Wallace describes this predicament in the following way: 
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 For me Pynchon is the quintessentially sixties writer. His sensibility comes out of the late 

 Beats and the sixties and he is part of … one of the things that I think my generation 

 misses is the real sense of unity and community in the sixties and one of the things I find 

 amusing about generation X is that it is kind of a clumsy attempt to form some kind of 

 rubric or community out of our generation . . . My generation … a lot of the difficulties 

 of my generation is that there is a great deal of sort of atomism and anomie and there 

 doesn’t feel like a whole lot of a community. There aren’t a whole lot of shared values; 

 there aren’t a whole lot of shared ideals and that the generation X to me … I mean it 

 seems silly, it seems like it’s trying to impose some kind of … sixties type agenda on a 

 generation that as far as I can see is essentially lost and very lonely. (“David Foster 

 Wallace” 00:56:04—00:57:00)  

It was therefore not really the postmodern literature per se, but rather its legacy that Wallace was 

criticizing. In particular, the issue lied in continuing to “diagnose” social ills with the same tool 

as early postmodern writers did, i.e., irony. To Wallace, this method does no longer seem 

productive, especially because it appears disingenuous to him: while the sixties postmodernists 

rallied around similar causes, generation X writers did not have a clear sense of what is to be 

opposed and/or defended. While Wallace does not explain what is behind the “atomism and 

anomie” he sees as two important characteristics of generation X, it appears to have something to 

do with a clear sense of how things could be different that postmodernists were writing in 

reference to, and that generation X writers simply did not have anymore. This is why Wallace 

criticized the use of irony past its postmodernist heyday: “[I]rony, entertaining as it is, serves an 

exclusively negative function. It’s critical and destructive, a ground-clearing. Surely this is the 

way our postmodern fathers saw it. But irony’s singularly unuseful when it comes to 
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constructing anything to replace the hypocrisies it debunks” (“E Unibus Pluram” 184). In other 

words, irony has overstayed its welcome: after the necessary eye-opening ground-clearing, after 

the hypocrisies which needed to be exposed were exposed, it was time to imagine and write 

about a better—less hypocritical—vision of the world. In Wallace’s eyes, however, this is not 

what the literature he saw around him was doing; instead, it continued in the same vein of 

postmodernist dissatisfaction with the world, “content to display the symptoms of the current 

malaise rather than solve it,” which, to Wallace, was “the great flaw of most [contemporary] 

fiction” (Max 111).23  

 Wallace has struggled with the influence of irony on his own writing: in the famous 1991 

interview with Larry McCaffery for the Review of Contemporary Fiction, he complains: “It’s 

[postmodernist irony] become our language; we’re so in it we don’t even see that it’s one 

perspective, one among many possible ways of seeing. Postmodern irony’s become our 

environment” (Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 49). Wallace believed it was important to see 

beyond it if literature were to be more than a “dramatiz[ation] [of] how dark and stupid 

everything is” (Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 26). He asked, in a 1996 essay on a 

Dostoevsky’s biography, why “American readers and writers . . . seem to require from our art an 

ironic distance from deep convictions or desperate questions” (“Joseph Frank’s” 271). He felt 

that the literary climate of irony pushed “contemporary writers [to] have to either make jokes of 

them [deep convictions or desperate questions] or else try to work them in under cover of some 

 
23 Wallace expressed this even more strongly in his interview with Larry McCaffery: “If I have a real enemy, a 

patriarch for my patricide, it’s probably Barth and Coover and Burroughs, even Nabokov and Pynchon. Because, 

even though their self-consciousness and irony and anarchism served valuable purposes, were indispensable for their 

times, their aesthetic’s absorption by the U.S. commercial culture has had appalling consequences for writers and 

everyone else. The TV essay’s really about how poisonous postmodern irony’s become. You see it in David 

Letterman and Gary Shandling and rap. But you also see it in fucking Rush Limbaugh, who may well be the 

Antichrist. You see it in T. C. Boyle and Bill Vollmann and Lorrie Moore. It’s pretty much all there is to see in your 

pal Mark Leyner. Leyner and Limbaugh are the nineties’ twin towers of postmodern irony, hip cynicism, a hatred 

that winks and nudges you and pretends it’s just kidding” (Burn, Conversations 47-48). 
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formal trick like intertextual quotation or incongruous juxtaposition, sticking the really urgent 

stuff inside the asterisks as part of some multivalent defamiliarization-flourish or some such shit” 

(Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 271). Without the agenda of the early postmodernist writers who, as 

Wallace saw it, used irony to tell “important truths that could only be told obliquely” (Max 156), 

“irony was defeatists, timid, the telltale of a generation too afraid to say what it meant, and so in 

danger of forgetting it had anything to say” (Max 156). This very observation about irony, in 

fact, was what allowed Wallace to formulate his own literary commitments: “American fiction 

was not in just an aesthetic crisis, but a moral one” (Max 155). Writing fiction which was, and 

Wallace thought of his own early literary efforts, namely The Broom of the System and Girl with 

Curious Hair as representative of such writing, “too concerned with presenting itself as witty art 

writing instead of effecting any kind of emotional communication with people” (Max 158) 

makes literature “thematically shallow and lightweight . . . morally impoverished” (Wallace, 

“Joseph Frank’s” 271).  

 And Wallace wanted literature’s role to be much more than that: “In dark times, the 

definition of good art would seem to be art that locates and applies CPR to those elements of 

what’s human and magical that still live and glow despite the times’ darkness. Really good 

fiction could have as dark a worldview as it wished, but it’d find a way both to depict this world 

and to illuminate the possibilities for being alive and human in it” (Wallace qtd. in Burn, 

Conversations 26). Postmodernism-derived literary assumptions embraced and celebrated the 

idea of the meaninglessness of life, philosophically espousing the doctrine of the absurdity of 

existence (Hoffman 189-196); such books as Mark Leyner’s My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist 

published in 1990 dramatized exactly that kind of philosophical viewpoint in its “aggressive, 

postrealist stance, its avant-pop insistence that the overwhelming incoherence of modern culture 
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was a joyride for the brain” which, in turn, communicated a “muted, roving, uncommitted” (Max 

156) approach to life. And while Wallace initially praised Leyner’s novel, and was himself 

writing a similar kind of fiction, by August 1991 he wrote his friend Forrest Ashby that he was 

“slowly trying some fictional stuff, which so far is not very good, and almost completely 

unrecognizable vis a vis the stuff I was doing before” (Wallace qtd. in Max 155).  

 Wallace felt as if he was being pulled in two opposite directions; he wrote to his Little, 

Brown editor, Michael Pietsch in 1992 that he had begun feeling that his role as a fiction writer 

was to connect with the reader: as he says in the quote above, to discuss how one can be “alive 

and human” in even the darkest of worlds (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 178). Such a 

statement, of course, suggests going against the postmodernist assumptions of the indeterminacy 

of meaning, especially as related to such universalist ideas as assuming that one can define what 

it means to be “human.” In Wallace’s mind this meant discussing such topics as “identity, moral 

value, death, will, sexual vs. spiritual love, greed, freedom, obsession, reason, faith, suicide” 

(Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 265). But it also meant discussing these in a serious or sincere, as 

opposed to dismissive or ironic way. Thus, instead of “transcending or subverting them”—

techniques that are of course associated with postmodernist literature and which Wallace 

considers a means to ignore rather than confront a topic (“Joseph Frank’s 272), Wallace attempts 

to write in way expressive of his “commitment to single-entendre writing, writing that meant 

what it said” (Max 158). How well he manages to do so is the subject of the second section of 

this chapter. But to understand the reasons behind Wallace’s signature style of writing, it is 

necessary to elucidate in more detail the postmodern ideas and realities that Wallace was 

responding to.    
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 To write about the ideas and values that Wallace describes as pertaining to being 

“human,” with a degree of commitment and seriousness he wishes for, was, on Wallace’s view, 

antithetical to the contemporary American culture permeated as it was by the spirit of irony, 

cynicism and detachment. Wallace identified television as one of the culprits in promoting this 

ethos: 

 TV has co-opted the distinctive forms of the . . . cynical, irreverent, ironic, absurdist 

 post-WWII literature . . . TV’s own reuse of postmodern cool has actually evolved as 

 grimly inspired solution to the keep-Joe-at-once-alienated-from-and-part-of-the-million-

 eyed-crowd problem [Joe is the name Wallace gives to a figure of a lonely American TV 

 viewer]. The solution entailed a gradual shift from oversincerity to a kind of bad-boy 

 irreverence in the big face TV shows us. This in turn reflected a wider shift in U.S. 

 perceptions of how art was supposed to work, a transition from art’s being a creative 

 instantiation of real values to art’s being a creative instantiation of deviance from bogus 

 values. And this wider shift in turn paralleled both the development of the postmodern 

 aesthetic and some deep philosophic change in how Americans chose to view concepts 

 like authority, sincerity, and passion. . . . [S]incerity and passion are now “out,” TV-wise 

 . . . [C]ontemporary television “no longer solicits our rapt absorption or hearty 

 agreement, but—like the ads that subsidize it—actually flatters us for the very boredom 

 and distrust it inspires in us” (Miller qtd. in Wallace). (178) 

TV, then, promotes a culture of irony and distrust, especially toward such concepts as “authority, 

sincerity, passion,” all of which Wallace wanted to recuperate in his writing. Worse still, it 

participates in the movement away from the art as a referential medium: just like literature before 

self-referential theories of language, “[t]elevision used to point beyond itself” (160) 
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acknowledging the existence of “real values” that it wanted to represent. Contemporary 

television, art, and culture in general, choose only do distance themselves from any reference to 

values, since these are considered bogus or, to put it in poststructural terms, constructed. Further, 

television promotes solipsistic behavior, due to its overall mode of “ironic self-reference” (159), 

but also because the advertisements depict groups or communities as threatening to the 

individual viewer’s “distinctive identity” (176). Wallace claims that the “lone viewer’s isolation 

in front of his furniture is implicitly applauded—it’s better, realer, these solipsistic ads imply, to 

fly solo” (176) thus promoting further alienation of an individual from their community—as if 

the act of lone TV watching for the average of six hours a day (152) was not sufficiently 

alienating.     

 In the same essay, Wallace also claims that postmodernist metafiction was “deeply 

informed by the emergence of television” (161).24 This is one of the reasons why literary irony, 

in Wallace’s view, was no longer capable of the work it had been able to do before it was 

appropriated to the television’s consumerist purposes. As such, Wallace writes that 

contemporary writers should choose a directly opposite strategy to make art, and literature in 

particular, meaningful again. The following passage is widely considered a manifesto for the 

post-postmodern or New Sincerity movement in contemporary American literature:  

 The next “real” literary rebels in this country might well emerge as some weird bunch of 

 “anti-rebels,” born oglers who dare to back away from ironic watching, who have the 

 childish gall actually to endorse single-entendre values. Who treat old untrendy human 

 troubles and emotions in U.S. life with reverence and conviction. Who eschew self-

 
24 To be clear, Wallace does not claim that all metafiction derives from TV: instead, he limits this claim to the refer 

to the postmodernist metafiction, explaining the metafiction before postmodernism was “nothing more than a 

poignant hybrid of its theoretical foe, realism: if realism called it like it saw it, metafiction simply called it as it saw 

itself see it” (“E Unibus Pluram” 161).  
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 consciousness and fatigue. These anti-rebels would be outdated, of course, before  they 

 even started. Too sincere. Clearly repressed. Backward, quaint, naïve, anachronistic. 

 Maybe that’ll be the point, why they’ll be the next real rebels. Real rebels, as far as I can 

 see, risk things. Risk disapproval. The old postmodern insurgents, risked the gasp and 

 squeal: shock, disgust, outrage, censorship, accusations of socialism, anarchism, nihilism. 

 The new rebels might be the ones willing to risk the yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile, 

 the nudged ribs, the parody of gifted ironists, the “How banal.” Accusations of 

 sentimentality, melodrama. Credulity. Willingness to be suckered by a world of lurkers 

 and starers who fear gaze and ridicule above imprisonment without law. Who knows. 

 (193) 

This is, of course, a very different ethos than the one that Wallace saw as characterizing 1990s 

American artistic and cultural scene. But, since irony was such a dominating force in the time 

when Wallace was writing his fiction and nonfiction, it was not an easy task to apply these rules 

to his own writing, although, as the second part of this chapter agues, this is exactly what he 

attempted to do in his mid-career work.  

 Another phenomenon which Wallace was undoubtedly responding to in his project of 

negotiating postmodernism’s legacy in his own writing was the so-called “linguistic turn” in 

philosophy. Associated with the arrival of “theory” at Anglo-American universities in the 1960s, 

the “linguistic turn” argues that language is constitutive rather than reflective of meaning. In fact, 

the “linguistic turn” is an offshoot of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ideas of such 

thinkers as Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud whose work has been described as representative of an 

epistemic attitude called “the hermeneutics of suspicion” (Ricoeur qtd. in Josipovici 8): “Marx 

laid bare the workings of capital, Nietzsche the workings of morality, and, finally, Freud the 
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workings of sexuality,” and by doing so these “nineteenth-century masters of suspicion set about 

exploring the genealogies, the secret histories, of morals and social institutions, with the aim of 

freeing men from bonds to which they did not even know they were subject” (Josipovici 8). The 

“linguistic turn” continues the same act of questioning but takes as its starting point and central 

interest language itself: its main premise being that language is constitutive of reality—reflected 

in Jacques Derrida’s famous pronouncement, “There is no outside-text”—and as such how we 

describe the things in the world is fundamentally conditioning what we think the world consists 

in. This leads to the conclusion that reality is constructed by “us and in answers to our needs” 

(Hutcheon 13), and as a logical extension, language becomes less referential and more self-

referential. It becomes a closed system of signification, internally relational where meaning does 

not depend on extratextual reality’s contents, but, instead, on other units of meaning within the 

language system. The physical or empirical world and language exist, inescapably, on separate 

planes, the connection between the two being completely arbitrary. 

 Such distrust in language’s referential capabilities can also be seen as one of the factors 

that contributed to the development of metafiction in literature. Metafiction is in its essence 

conceding to the “linguistic turn’s” conclusion that language is an internally relational system: it 

is a kind of writing which flaunts its status as a fictional artifact, instead of producing an illusion 

of reading about real-life people and events. It does away with the “suspension of disbelief,” a 

long-standing epistemological attitude associated with the act of reading fiction. Writers who use 

metafiction make it clear to the reader that the world they created exists only in their own mind; 

the social and communicative responsibility might still be there, but it is certainly a smaller scale 

of responsibility than with work which claimed to describe and discuss the world at large: the 

contract, as it were, is between the author’s and the reader’s mind, and the text and an 
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individual’s perspective on reality, without a need to compare and contrast it with other minds’ 

views (in keeping with the poststructuralist assumptions about the incommunicability of any 

truth beyond the merely personal one). The referential power of language is even more 

circumscribed when a metafictional piece of literature is concerned with the very act of writing 

fiction: when a piece of fiction becomes fiction about fiction. Such instances bring the idea of 

language’s essential self-reference and internal relationality to its very logical conclusion in that 

language collapses in on itself, or becomes identical with what it describes.  

 Wallace relationship to self-conscious fiction was equivocal: on the one hand, it appealed 

to him because it “contained that second level of meaning that made Wallace confident that what 

he was reading was intellectually richer than just entertainment . . . and it was clever and 

sardonic just as Wallace was” (Max 90); on the other hand, the authorial act of breaking through 

the narrative “fourth wall” appeared to him to have less to do with an author’s “respect” for the 

reader’s awareness of the difference between the ontology of fiction and the ontology of the 

reader’s existence, and more with author’s desire to be considered a respectful writer. Wallace’s 

suspicion of this agenda behind metafiction certainly grew with time: one of his most famous 

and early short stories, “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,” written in 1987, and 

published in 1989 in Girl with Curious Hair, is nowadays widely recognized as Wallace’s 

rebuttal of John Barth’s “Lost in the Funhouse.” Wallace claimed later that the story was meant 

to “strike down metafiction” and “show what was next” (Max 91); instead, it is more of a 

critique of the technique without offering an answer as to what one could move on to (Max 94). 

Thus, while the short story did not achieve what Wallace had wanted it to, it is an important 

point of reference for his growing dissatisfaction with the tools and techniques of postmodern 

literature, and more precisely self-reference expressed as metafiction.  
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 Just like with irony, however, once again, it was not metafiction per se that was an issue 

for Wallace, but rather the use of it for unproductive purposes. Initially, Wallace was in fact 

supportive of metafiction as a literary device because it allowed writers to engage with questions 

about literature’s very “breath and bread” (Wallace, “Fictional Futures” 65):  

 The demise of Structuralism has changed a world’s outlook on language, art, and literary 

 discourse . . . Crudely put, the idea that literary language is any kind of neutral medium 

 for the transfer of _____ (n5: Take your pick of Tolstoy, Schopenhauer, or Richards and 

 insert “feeling,” “freedom from phenomena,” or “relevant mental condition,” 

 respectively, in the space provided.) from artist to audience, or that it’s any kind of inert 

 tool lying there passively to be well- or ill-used by a communicator of meaning, has been 

 cast into rich and serious questions. (Wallace, “Fictional Futures” 63-64) 

However, just like irony, metafiction, once it fulfilled its role of making people realize the 

complex nature of linguistic expression, was no longer useful but in fact began having a 

detrimental effect on literature’s communicative potential: 

 We ended up seeing why recursion’s dangerous, and maybe why everybody wanted to 

 keep linguistic self-consciousness out of the show [prior to the postmodern explosion of 

 interest in this topic]. It gets empty and solipsistic real fast. It spirals in on itself. By the 

 mid-seventies, I think, everything useful about the mode had been exhausted, and the 

 crank-turners had descended. By the eighties it’d become a god awful trap. (Wallace 

 qtd. in Burn, Conversations 32; emphasis added) 25 

 
25 It is probably significant that Wallace as an individual was predisposed to recursive thinking, especially one that 

has to do with self-analysis: as D.T. Max writes when discussing Wallace’s difficulties with writing the stories that 

later became Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, for Wallace “self-examination and self-flagellation often 

overlapped. . . . examples of recursion beset him all the time, they were his default mental setting” (240).   
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Metafiction, just like irony, is useful but to an extent: it allowed for the “illusions [to be] 

exposed, assumptions overturned, dearly held prejudices debunked. We seem, now, to see our 

literary innocence taken from us without anything substantial to replace it” (Wallace, “Fictional 

Futures” 66). Once again, it appears that the issue lies with an uncritical regurgitating of the 

method instead of the method itself—metafiction without a clear object which it wants to 

“expose” becomes an empty literary device. Another important problem with contemporary uses 

of metafiction for Wallace was that it became dangerously solipsistic, an “engine of self-

reference” (Wallace, “Fictional Futures” 65), and, as I have mentioned already, to Wallace 

literature was supposed to be other- or reader-oriented. Wallace also suggests in the above 

passage that this is exactly the reason why literature prior to postmodernism avoided the 

technique, thus aligning his own aesthetic goals with less self-referential types of writing.  

 To Wallace, then, such postmodernism-associated, poststructural and deconstructive 

interest in linguistic expression, metafiction included, promoted solipsism, passivity, nihilism, 

and, worse of all, hypocrisy. He extended his critique to the phenomena outside of literature as 

well. He noted that the issue with self-referentiality was impacting educational institutions and 

political life in “Authority and American Usage,” an essay published over a decade after he 

wrote the essay from which I quote in the paragraph above. Wallace argues in it that making 

language per se one’s sole focus is detrimental to changing or improving the realities that 

language is supposed to describe. He recalls an incident of being reported by one of his students 

to the department chair and the dean of college after he had delivered a speech in one of his 

writing classes on the academic importance of learning and knowing the rules of Standard 

Written English instead of Standard Black English. And while Wallace acknowledges that such 

arguments are “hard to make. Hard not intellectually but emotionally, politically” (Wallace, 
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“Authority” 107) and that some of his colleagues found his speech “racially insensitive” (109), 

he asserts that his own “humble opinion is that some of the cultural and political realities of 

American life are themselves racially insensitive and elitist and offensive and unfair, and that 

pussyfooting around these realities with euphemistic doublespeak is not only hypocritical but 

toxic to the project of ever really changing them” (Wallace, “Authority” 109). In the essay, 

Wallace claims that the primary goal of politically correct discourse is to “signal and 

congratulate certain virtues in the speaker” (Wallace, “Authority” 112) rather than effecting 

concrete, real-life change or improvement for which such discourse is officially advocating. 

Similarly, while initially metafiction was used to highlight the constructed, artificial nature of 

ideas and assumptions, literary and otherwise, with time, began to be less concerned with such 

socially involved projects and more with much more self-serving purposes, i.e., it began to seem 

more like an author’s means to present him or herself as a witty, honest, egalitarian, and likeable 

person. In other words, as Wallace neatly puts it—both in reference to the obscure academic 

English jargon and “the voguish hypocrisy of PCE [Politically Correct English]” (“Authority” 

115)—the focus on the form of the linguistic expression over the content of such expression “can 

be attributed in part to a disruption in the delicate rhetorical balance between language as a 

vector of meaning and language as a vector of the writer’s own résumé” (“Authority” 115). 

Metafiction transforms into a too self-absorbed representative of “self-referential solipsism” 

(Winningham 468) in writing.  

 Thus, while Wallace liked the intellectual possibilities that metafiction’s focus on the 

complicated nature of language enabled, he was constantly worried about using it as an end in 
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and of itself or as a means of self-indulgence or self-aggrandizement.26 He was particularly 

worried about metafiction’s potential to destroy the referential and communicative role of 

literature since when metafiction becomes the “extreme of modernist autotelic self-reflexion” 

(Hutcheon 40), it “no longer attempts to mirror reality or to tell any truth about it” (Hutcheon 

40). It leads to a kind of literature that is doubtful and, in the long run, nihilistic about the 

possibility of referencing anything beyond its constructed textual universe. Wallace worried that 

the recursive, self-involved loops would be utterly uncompelling to a reader who sought more in 

literature than a nonreferential exploration of ideas.   

 This is important because while Wallace’s fiction is often metafictional, and as such, 

experimental, its purpose is much more traditional; he explained to his students in 1993 when 

teaching a fiction writing workshop, “[t]he story should connect reader and writer” and that one 

should not shy away from “its emotional potential” (Max 188). This is for example why he 

chastised John Updike’s Toward the End of Time in his 1997 review of the book for the New 

York Observer: the main thrust of his critique was that Updike’s “characters—well, the author 

himself—were forgetting that literature was not about showing off; it had to be a service to the 

inner life of the reader” (Wallace qtd. in Max 243). Thus, while Wallace himself was hardly 

averse to “difficult” or intellectually challenging writing—he himself acknowledged that his 

signature long and grammatically complicated sentences as well as his detail-dense stories were 

“a real bitch to read” (Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 31)—in the end, he wanted his 

writing to also be emotionally impactful or, better still, experientially transformational. The best 

kind of fiction, he claimed, allowed the intellectual and the emotional not only to co-exist but 

 
26 As D.T. Max writes, “Wallace was particularly allergic to those who dreamt of fame instead of achievement” 

(178); he took care to instill this message in any of his fans that wrote to him asking for writerly advice.  



 

 

111 

enrich one another; in his 1990 review of David Markson’s 1988 novel Wittgenstein’s Mistress, 

Wallace takes Markson’s work as an example of such writing and praises it for 

 serv[ing] the vital and vanishing function of reminding us of fiction’s limitless 

 possibilities for reach and grasp, for making heads throb heartlike, and for sanctifying the 

 marriages of cerebration & emotion, abstraction & lived life, transcendent truth-seeking 

 & daily schlepping, marriages that in our happy epoch of technical occlusion and 

 entertainment- making seem increasingly consummatable only in the imagination. 

 (Wallace, “The Empty Plenum” 74-75) 

Wallace reveals here his preference for works which manage to be aware of their fictional status 

but are also grounded in the idea of fiction’s ability to reference the “real,” understood as the 

extratextual reality. As I will argue in the next section of this chapter, this is in fact what Wallace 

uses linguistic self-reference for: not to question the ontological status of the extratextual reality, 

but rather to establish it as a common plane of reference between the author and the reader. As 

such, metafiction in Wallace’s hands represents what Mary K. Holland sees as one of the 

features of realism after postmodernism, or realism-inflected innovations in literature since 

postmodernism: “[l]ike nineteenth-century realism, poststructural realism emerges from faith in 

and fascination with the real, physical world, such that even its characteristic metafictional 

techniques invoke that world” (Holland, Moral Worlds 252). More precisely, Wallace invokes 

the reality of himself as a writer, as well as the reality of interhuman connection. The latter is 

shown to be difficult to articulate verbally, via Wallace’s use of self-conscious prose. His use of 

linguistic indeterminacy is in service of communicating to the reader that very difficulty and, as a 

consequence, prompting them to engage with the writer’s attempt to establish that connection. 

Wallace swaps the intellectual appeal associated with metafiction or self-conscious prose to an 
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emotional appeal, associated with literature predating a postmodernist ethos of cool irony toward 

all things heartfelt. This is precisely the way in which Wallace “attempts to demonstrate that 

postmodernist ‘prose-fireworks’ can have a surprising effect: they can give us access to ‘hearts 

and persons, selves’” (Wallace qtd. in Konstantinou, Cool Characters 178). The ontological 

reality which Wallace invokes in his short stories is that of human capacity for empathy: in the 

first short story, Wallace presents the project of transcending the self-conscious language as the 

first step in accessing that plane of human connection; in the second short story, he offers the 

reader a model of empathy which transcends reason and language.   

 

“Making heads throb heartlike” —accessing reality beyond words  

  

 `The two short stories I use in this section to illustrate Wallace’s negotiation of some of 

the postmodernism’s legacy as well as his role in the revival of realism’s associated tendencies in 

contemporary Anglo-American fiction come from his second published selection of short stories, 

Brief Interviews with Hideous Men. The book came out in May 1999, three years after Wallace 

had catapulted to fame with Little, Brown’s publication of Infinite Jest in February of 1996. The 

majority of the stories included in Brief Interviews are written in the form of an interview or a 

conversation. Topics vary, but the overarching theme of the collection is encapsulated in the 

“story” (it consists of only five sentences and is featured under the table of contents as the short 

story number “0”) which opens the collection, “A Radically Condensed History of Postindustrial 

Life”:  
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 When they were introduced, he made a witticism, hoping to be liked. She laughed 

 extremely hard, hoping to be liked. Then each drove home alone, staring straight ahead, 

 with the very same twist to their faces.  

 The man who’d introduced them didn’t much like either of them, though he acted as if 

 he did, anxious as he was to preserve good relations at all times. One never knew, after 

 all, now did one now did one now did one. (Wallace 0) 

Problems and obstacles which arise when attempting to build relationships with other people 

constitute the general theme of Wallace’s Brief Interviews. Predominantly, the obstacle to 

connect issues from a tendency to self-consciousness bordering on solipsism, as well as 

obsessive rumination, as expressed in the passage above, especially via the last sentence. 

Another issue is insincerity, captured above by the behavior of the man who introduced the 

couple to one another. The structure of the passage suggests that insincerity of this sort is not a 

straightforwardly condemnable and unjustifiable behavior; instead, it appears to be the 

consequence of the need to be accepted by one’s social circle, a motivation most readers are 

likely to empathize with. This is important in the context of Wallace’s self-proclaimed role for 

literature: to lessen the feeling of alienation and loneliness in people. Further, the thematic 

content of the collection, captured by this opening short story, can be said to belong both to the 

realist and postmodernist traditions: man’s interactions with the social reality being realist 

fiction’s main area of interest and man’s interactions with the products of the human mind, such 

as the self and language—through which, in postmodernism, the self is even possible—being 

postmodernist fiction’s main area of interest. In labelling these subject matters as realist and 

postmodernist, respectively, I rely on David Lodge’s classification of realism as concerned with 

“present[ing] the individual in relation to society and social change” (49), and Patricia Waugh’s 
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identification of postmodernism with metafiction, i.e., writing about the act of writing, one of the 

mind’s many inventions. 

 Another important feature of the collection is the focus of the stories on emotionally 

difficult subjects which, as I have posited above, is one of Wallace’s methods to return fiction to 

its pre-postmodernist function of eliciting emotional response in the reader. Even more 

importantly, the emotional response is a prerequisite for Wallace’s goal of connecting with the 

reader on an ontological level of human capacity for empathy. To this end, Wallace takes his 

readers on a tour through such topics as emotional unavailability and the loneliness associated 

with it; abuse of trust and exploitation of weakness; incapacitating depression; parental and 

spousal guilt; spousal infidelity; sexual assault; suicide.27 In many of the stories Wallace presents 

situations where the readerly response that seemed to be called for is empathy, although, at 

times, his signature playful tone and formal “pyrotechnics” arguably make achieving such 

response harder. The playfulness is expressed here in presenting rather extreme, although not 

entirely implausible, plotlines in which his characters behave in morally objectionable ways, or 

in other stories, admit to their tendency to behave rather badly, very often in clear attempts to 

justify their actions. 

 In fact, the mixture of serious themes and postmodernism-associated playful tone 

confused the work’s reviewers. The early critical response to Wallace’s collection was “play[ing] 

up his formal inventiveness and shy[ing] away from the knotty problem of what the reader was 

supposed to come away with” (Max 254), with other critics writing more pointed criticisms, such 

as Michiko Kakutani who claimed that the book “failed to live up to the promise in ‘E Unibus 

Pluram’ to reanimate the ‘deep moral issues that distinguished the work of the great 19th-century 

 
27 Wallace told his editor Michael Pietsch he was himself “surprised how dark the stories were since he hadn’t been 

feeling ‘particularly dark’ in the past few years” (Max 245).  
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writers’” (Kakutani qtd. in Max 254). Finally, because Wallace had both employed and criticized 

the narrative techniques associated with postmodernism, the critics found it difficult to 

categorize his work. Thus, for example, Kakutani complained that instead of effectively 

discrediting the postmodernist conventions and their effects, Wallace in fact promulgated them: 

“No doubt these portraits are meant as sardonic commentaries on our narcissistic, therapeutic 

age, but they are so long-winded, so solipsistic, so predictable in their use of irony and gratuitous 

narrative high jinks that they end up being as tiresome and irritating as their subjects” (Kakutani 

qtd. in Max 254). Similarly, the first major review of Wallace’s oeuvre at the time, “The Panic of 

Influence,” written by A.O. Scott for the New York Review of Books in February 2000, suggested 

that Wallace’s desire to both criticize postmodernism and use its tools was a sort of a cop-out in 

that it allowed him to avoid having to write with the commitment and seriousness he tended to 

herald in interviews and his nonfiction: “[D]oes Wallace’s work represent an unusually trenchant 

critique of that culture [“the self-centered self-absorbed culture of late-twentieth-century 

America”] or one of its most florid and exotic symptoms? Of course, there can be only one 

answer: it’s both” (Scott qtd. in Max 255).  

 This confusion regarding Wallace’s achievement or lack of thereof of his professed goals 

continues until present day; such prominent writers and scholars as Amy Hungerford and 

Jonathan Franzen have argued against the redeeming value of Wallace’s fiction precisely due to 

the mirroring between its content and form. In “On Not Reading DFW,” Hungerford famously 

stated that Wallace’s less than admirable real-life conduct, especially toward his romantic 

partners, discredits the view of his work as morally sound or instructive. A Brooklyn-based 

writer, Deirdre Coyle, commented on Wallace’s work in similar terms. In her April 2017 piece 

for Electric Literature, entitled “Men Recommend David Foster Wallace to Me,” Coyle states 
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that she has never read anything by Wallace and, at least at the time, did not intend to, because 

the people who usually recommend it to her tend to be as misogynistic as his characters; this is of 

course implying that rather than a criticism of misogyny, Wallace’s fiction is a covert support of 

it. Another critical voice comes from Wallace’s own friend, Jonathan Franzen. Franzen mounts a 

rather different kind of criticism of the ethical and redemptive role of his friend’s work. In his 

2012 essay for the New Yorker, entitled “Farther Away,” Franzen claims, rather callously to my 

mind, that Wallace’s suicide goes against what he preached, what he had wanted his art to be for, 

i.e., escape from solipsistic tendencies and a route to creating meaningful connection with others:  

 I can imagine the sick mental pathways by which suicide comes to seem like the one 

 consciousness-quenching substance that nobody can take away from you. The need to 

 have something apart from other people, the need for a secret, the need for some last-

 ditch narcissistic validation of the self’s primacy, and then the voluptuously self-hating 

 anticipation of the last grand score, and the final severing of contact with the world that 

 would deny you the enjoyment of your self-involved pleasure. (Franzen)  

The lines of argument pursued by Hungerford, Coyle, and Franzen represent challenges but also 

opportunities for a critic wishing to make a case for the positive value of Wallace’s project. How 

can we argue that Wallace’s fiction treating misogyny is not producing, as Hungerford and Coyle 

claim, “more misogyny”? How can we know that Wallace’s writing about narcissism and 

addiction does not lead, as Franzen indicates, to some rather extreme instances of narcissism and 

more addiction? Even the scholars who are more generous in their reading of the role of 

Wallace’s oeuvre, seem to avoid any strong pronouncements about its value. In Cool 

Characters: Irony and American Fiction, Lee Konstantinou posits that Wallace’s fiction was 

indeed asking readers to eschew an ironic disposition toward the world, but, in Konstantinou’s 
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estimation, it did not provide any specific ontological proposition that one could rely on if he or 

she were to follow Wallace’s suggestion: “Wallace attempts to help his reader adopt a stance of 

nonnaïve noncynicsm by means of metafiction. What is paradoxical about this project is the 

emptiness of the proposed postironic belief. Postironists do not advocate a stance of belief 

toward any particular aspect of the world, but rather promote a general ethos of belief” (174).    

 In contradistinction to these opinions, I want to posit here that it is in fact possible to 

discuss Wallace’s contribution to post-postmodern fiction in more defined terms. I argue that 

Wallace’s project requires exactly such confusing and seemingly paradoxical approach. In order 

to move the reader, Wallace’s self-professed literary goal and one that aligns his work with the 

goals of traditional realist fiction, Wallace’s short stories need to make a convincing impression 

on the postmodern reader—distrustful, disaffected, cynical reader. To persuade that very reader 

of the pernicious effects of postmodernist cynicism and postindustrial anomie, the stories needed 

to successfully embody these dispositions—otherwise they would not possess their 

transformatively persuasive rhetorical force. In “Octet,” which is rather widely acknowledged to 

be the literal and conceptual center of Brief Interviews, Wallace puts the reader in the role of a 

fiction writer so they can sympathize with the attempts to write or speak in a way which is 

constantly turning in on itself. At the same time, that very invitation, which asks the reader to 

imagine he or she is a fiction writer, brings out a level of awareness of their own ontological 

reality, as the reader of this very narrative. Both these modes of ontological identification, the 

imagined and the actual one, enhance the readerly engagement with the stories in Brief 

Interviews: as a fiction writer the reader is made to empathize with the writer’s task of 

communicating with a disenchanted, skeptical, and overly intellectual audience; as a reader, in 

turn, he or she is prompted to consider these difficulties as grounds for interhuman 
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communication on the level of actual existence. Thus, when at the end of “Octet” the reader is 

faced with the final imperative, “So decide” (160), they are by this point in the story primed to 

feel a sense of personal responsibility for making this decision. 

 Most of the critical attention focuses on the form of Wallace’s writing rather than its 

content. This is of course both understandable and justifiable; even if scholars seem to be rather 

unclear on what it is that Wallace is meaning, it is rather widely acknowledged that he adopted 

traditionally postmodernist devices, such as metafiction and irony, to his own, non- or anti-

postmodernist goals thus contributing in this manner to the construction of a new movement in 

American fiction after postmodernism. These goals, while for a long time considered of a lesser 

interest than his work’s form, are in fact as important to my project as Wallace’s formal 

approach to writing. I want to argue here, using two of his short stories, the already mentioned 

“Octet” and one of the last stories in the collection, “Brief Interview #20,” that both the form and 

content of his work play an important role in achieving the Wallace claimed to have set out to 

achieve. As mentioned above, in “Octet” the reader is asked to identify with the story’s narrator 

who happens to be obsessively self-conscious and ruminative about his writing. It is crucial to 

note at this juncture that this makes the narrator a mirror-image of many of his perseverating and 

overly intellectual characters, including the interviewee from “Brief Interview #20.” As I have 

already mentioned as well, it seems rather inescapable that after reading a number of stories 

featuring characters illustrating these aspects of the postmodern mindset, the reader would be 

induced to consider either the similarities between their and his or her own dispositions or, at a 

minimum, consider the implications of such disposition in the real world—what Jon Baskin sees 

as a way in which literature, approximating philosophy’s goal, “contribute[s] to our self-

knowledge or social consciousness” (133). Especially recognizing the presence of such mental 
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tendencies as existing in the reader’s actual reality, namely his or her social circle, and 

considering them with the seriousness demanded by the real-world phenomena, is a spur to 

empathy for a person’s feeling of entrapment within a hallow postmodern outlook that Wallace 

wanted his fiction to effect in what he believed his audience consisted in: bored, blasé, affect-less 

people. Thus, Wallace uses both his identification-facilitating form and the emotionally 

engaging, realist(ic) content of his short stories to connect with his reader on an extratextual 

level. 

 In arguing against the critical view of Wallace’s Brief Interviews as a failed attempt at 

making the collection the kind of ethical fiction he strived for, or fiction which communicated a 

qualitatively different worldview from postmodernist literature’s, which he called for in “E 

Unibus Pluram,” I build on Jon Baskin’s conception of Wallace’s fiction as “therapeutic.” 

Baskin writes in his 2019 book Ordinary Unhappiness: The Therapeutic Fiction of David Foster 

Wallace that Wallace’s mature work, Infinite Jest, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, and The 

Pale King, can be understood as “‘different therapies’ that organize the relationship between 

their content and their form” (Baskin 13). In Baskin’s view, Brief Interviews can offer an 

awakening call, as it were, to the readers who recognize the behavior of the collection’s hideous 

men either in themselves or in the social world around them. More precisely, Baskin focuses on 

the over-reliance on the intellectual or theoretical explanations of the phenomena pertaining to 

social life that these men practice as a tendency in need of therapeutic treatment: “The collection 

places its characters in situations—usually moral situations, involving the uncertainties the 

hideous men associate with other people and especially with women—such that we are able to 

see why to deal with a problem only on the level of theory is often not to deal with it at all; 

worse, it is to deceive oneself about whether one is dealing with it or not” (Baskin 112). I agree 
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with Baskin: it seems to me that reading about Wallace’s characters is meant to make the reader 

realize that the kind of mental life Wallace’s hideous men live is to be “treated” instead of 

accepted, emulated, or admired. I would also add that in particular, Wallace sees the overreliance 

on the intellect or reason to the exclusion of “what’s really important—motive, feeling, belief” 

(Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 273), as one of the causes of the contemporary malaise. This 

malaise, as mentioned at the top of this section, was, in turn, conceived in social terms: as an 

inability to connect, sincerely and meaningfully, with others; as Baskin puts it, “[f]or Wallace, 

the tendency to make personal and interpersonal problems into theoretical problems—and then to 

try and solve them via abstract argument—was itself connected to the despair or ‘lostness’ that 

he observed in his friends and contemporaries” (18).  

 Thus, in contrast to the reviews construing Wallace’s work as failing to provide a way out 

of the postmodernist blasé ethos, I want to argue that Brief Interviews does in fact offer the 

reader the possibility of redemption through insight into the bleakness of a life in which the 

theoretical/intellectual, cynical and solipsistic are the default modes of the self when relating to 

others. It is true that the redemption’s route is quite open when construed as such: rather than 

having specific guidelines for an alternative way of connecting with others, the book as a whole 

shows the reader what to avoid.28 This is perhaps why Konstantinou claims that what “we are 

supposed to decide [at the end of “Octet”] remains ambiguous” (180). And while I would agree 

with Konstantinou that a univocal answer as to what we are supposed to decide is missing from 

“Octet’s” text, it is my contention that the answer is actually implied via the surface dilemma the 

writer has us face, i.e., whether or not to directly address the reader. Taking into account the 

causes of suffering in the other stories in Brief Interviews and in “Octet” itself, this question can 

 
28 This openness or ambiguity of what the alternative could look like is perhaps derived from Wallace’s own 

experiences of attending AA meetings where the focus is on what not to do rather than what to do.  
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be understood as an inquiry into the reader’s willingness to be less ironic or distanced, and, 

instead, “100% honest,” “not just sincere but almost naked,” “defenseless” (“Octet” 154, 155), in 

his or her social interactions. Finally, I want to argue that Wallace’s belief is actually based not 

on emptiness but a very specific proposition, i.e., a trust in the human capacity for empathy 

which transcends language and reason.  

 Wallace offers the reader the alternative route to being in the world, one based on relating 

to others which transcends many barriers, including the preservation of the individual self. 

Wallace features this behavioral model in the short story which is probably one of the most 

challenging ones to read in the already dark collection of stories.29 Once analyzed, however, the 

story provides the reader with a key to what Wallace imagined as an alternative to the cynicism 

and solipsism that he conceived of as the root of alienation and suffering throughout his oeuvre.30 

In “Brief Interview #20,” the very last interview and the penultimate story in Brief Interviews, 

we read a recounting of a brutal rape which the rapist initially planned to end in the torture and 

murder of his victim. Instead, due to the victim’s behavior, the incident ends with the perpetrator 

changing his mind and leaving after committing the sexual assault. It is my contention that the 

victim’s conduct is the kind of disposition which is supposed to stand for the kind of human 

connection possible due to empathy that transcends reason, and, by extension, be a solution to 

the postmodern “condition.” While I will discuss the details of both “Octet” and “Brief Interview 

#20” in the pages to follow, suffice it to say at this point that the victim, never named in the 

“interview,” becomes entirely self-less and other-oriented, exuding such amounts of compassion 

 
29 Since the solution is proposed in one of the most seemingly misogynistic stories in the entire collection, it is 

perhaps no surprise that it has failed to be noted by such critics as Amy Hungerford who claims that Wallace’s 

fiction does not do much more than “put us in sight of a good question” (“On Not Reading DFW” 150). 
30 I agree with Lee Konstantinou’s claim that “[t]aken as a whole, Wallace’s oeuvre might be seen as a single long 

survey of the different forms individual human suffering can take in a postindustrial or postmodern society” (Cool 

Characters 214).  
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and empathy that the rapist is persuaded not to follow through with his original plan. The 

implication of this story’s conclusion, when taken as a metaphor for the entire project of Brief 

Interviews, is therefore that eschewing ironic and distrustful distance and opening oneself onto 

others can be redemptive and pave the path to an interconnected life. Of course, the situation that 

prompts such behavior in “Brief Interview #20” is an extreme one and this can perhaps be 

explained by Wallace’s belief that his audience was so heavily affect-less that in order to awaken 

their emotional response he needed to use rather extreme tools. Another possible explanation is 

that Wallace wanted to be realistic about the difficulty of practicing such a drastically different 

approach to others and this is why this final “interview,” tells the story in which the ultimate 

redemption is viable, but also rather challenging, if not impossible, to attain. Nevertheless, the 

text suggests that this is an effort worth making since the stakes of it are as high as they can be: 

choosing empathetic connection, regardless of the price, equals life; the alternative, i.e., 

remaining locked within one’s consciousness and cynical about one’s ability to connect with 

other people, on the other hand, means death itself.  

 To put it another way and to bring it back to the issue of the critical interest in Wallace’s 

work’s form and the seeming neglect of his work’s content, I want to suggest that just like 

Wallace uses the “characteristically postmodern techniques in ways that achieves [sic] non-

postmodernist effects, strengthening the emotional engagement and belief of the reader” to 

attempt to awake “the slumbering and passive reader” (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 186), he 

does the same with his stories’ content. The two nourish each other in intensifying their 

synergistic effect on the reader—to block the postmodern tendencies of “irony, cynicism, and 

detachment” since, in Wallace’s view, they “prevent[ed] art from changing consciousness” 

(Konstantinou, Cool Characters 189). This is also why I believe that Wallace’s Brief Interviews 
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was considered “paradoxical” in its approach—the early reviewers and critics seem to have 

misunderstood Wallace’s aesthetic program. Wallace was attempting to explode the conventions 

and assumptions of postmodernism from within and thus his work could not have avoided using 

them. Additionally, he understood that unrestrained moralizing might have been off-putting to 

his readership, people who, just like he, grew up under postmodern ethos and which made them 

distrustful toward “fiction writers . . . [who] dare try to use serious art to advance ideologies” 

(Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 274).31 He knew that he had to be subtle, if not cunning, in offering 

his readership the alternative disposition toward the question of meaningful and fulfilling 

interhuman connection. I turn my attention now to a close reading of both “Octet” and “Brief 

Interview #20” to support in more detail the claims I made in the preceding paragraphs about 

Wallace’s version of postmodern realism.  

 “Octet” is perhaps the most formally innovative piece in the already quite unconventional 

set of short stories that constitute Wallace’s Brief Interviews with Hideous Men. It is comprised 

of four and a half “pop quizzes.” The author of “Octet” reveals, in the last, heavily metafictional 

quiz, which is numbered as the ninth one—despite being only the fourth complete quiz in the 

actual text of “Octet”—that the reason why he wrote only half of what had originally been 

designed as an octet was because “the five unworkable pieces just plain didn’t work” (148n3). 

They didn’t work, as we learn later, because they did not manage to fulfill the purpose of this 

short story: “You know for sure, though, that the narrative pieces really are just ‘pieces’ and 

nothing more, i.e., that it is the way they fit together into the larger cycle that comprises them 

that is crucial to whatever ‘something’ you want to ‘interrogate’ a human ‘sense of,’ and so on” 

 
31 The sentence is accompanied by a footnote in which Wallace, once again, signals his dislike toward what he saw 

as the exclusively negative project of literary postmodernism: “We [fiction writers] will, of course, without 

hesitation use art to parody, ridicule, debunk, or criticize ideologies—but this is very different” (Wallace, “Joseph 

Frank’s” 274).   
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(146). Thematically, just like the narrator suggests here, this collection of quizzes interrogates—

or quizzes the reader—about his or her opinion on the various dilemmas related to the piece’s 

characters’ interpersonal relationships. The way each quiz achieves that is through a presentation 

of a challenging situation, which often has to do with an interpersonal conflict and, at the end of 

it, the posing of a question about the reader’s moral judgment regarding the situation he or she 

just read about. Thus, for example, “Pop Quiz 7” presents a story of a custody battle between a 

wealthy father and a poor mother. In this page-long short story, it transpires that in the process of 

divorce proceedings, the father’s wealthy family threatens the mother of the child to relinquish 

her primary custody claim or they will “retaliate by taking away the lavish Trust Fund they’d 

established for the baby at birth, a Trust Fund sufficient to render the baby financially secure for 

life” (134-5). The mother decides not to continue the fight, and “lets the man and his hardass 

family have custody of the baby so that the baby will still have the Trust Fund” (135). The 

question at the end of the quiz, “question (A)” asks if the reader thinks that the woman is a good 

mother or not. It is, however, accompanied by a footnote which is presented as question 

“(B)(optional)” and is more open-ended in its structure and supplemental to question (A): 

“Explain whether and how receipt of the information that the lady had herself grown up in an 

environment of unbelievably desperate poverty would affect your response to (A)” (135). 

Wallace illustrates here very clearly that thinking in either/or terms, analytically and in a 

reductively intellectual manner, as represented by the first question, is not appropriate for the 

subject matter of interpersonal relationships. As the supplemental question reveals, human life 

cannot be treated as an abstract theoretical issue with a yes or no answer.  

 “Octet” is considered central to Brief Interviews because it discusses, more explicitly than 

any other piece in Wallace’s collection, the process of writing tonally earnest fiction about 
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personal relationships in the era of postmodernism-sanctioned tonal irony and cynicism. The 

writer worries about his “Octet” failing to communicate to the reader that the stories actually 

contain important messages and stem from a heartfelt urgency the writer feels about sharing 

these stories with the reader. He worries that using metafiction—while actually using it—to 

discuss this issue openly will strike the reader as just another postmodernist trick which will 

“make you look like just another manipulative pseudopomo bullshit artist who’s trying to 

salvage the fiasco [which is that the reader fails to feel the same urgency to the stories that the 

writer wants him or her to feel] by dropping back to a meta-dimension and commenting on the 

fiasco itself” (159). Asking the reader to share his predicament by using the identifying force of 

the second person, direct address is significant insofar as the reader can begin to empathize more 

easily with this writerly and communicative dilemma. At the same time, the second person 

address might have the opposite effect in terms of identification process, which does not, 

nevertheless, disrupt the effect the second person address is supposed to have on the reader; if 

the reader thinks of himself or herself as just the reader instead of a writer, since asking one to 

imagine being someone else has the potential of throwing into relief their actual identity and/or 

existence, he or she still feels very much part of the writer’s struggle. This is so because the 

writer believes that one of the issues of writing fiction about human relationships is complicated 

by the reception of such fiction; thus, whenever he uses expressions that are typically used in 

conversations on the topic in question, such as, “relationship,” or “to be with another person,” or 

“feeling,” he provides long footnotes for each of in order to show the reader he understands how 

these are likely to be received. For “relationship,” for example, the fiction writer asks readers in 

the second person, to “[b]e warned that this has become a near-nauseous term in contemporary 

usage . . . used by the same sorts of people who use parent as a verb and say share to mean talk, 
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and for a late-1990s reader it’s going to ooze all sorts of cloying PC- and New Age-associations” 

(155n8); for “to be with another person,” he claims it is dangerous to use it as it has become “the 

sort of empty spun-sugar shibboleth that communicates nothing except a certain unreflective 

sappiness in the speaker” (155n9), and, finally, for “feeling” he asks the reader to consult his 

footnotes on the difficulty of using “relationship” and “to be with,” suggesting that the issue 

behind using all these words is the same cynical and blasé attitude of the postmodern reader. 

 Such hedging which is undoubtedly meant to induce the audience to empathize with the 

writer’s struggle and, at the same time, as the reader, make them reflect on their own feelings 

regarding their reception of these expressions as well as the consequences of not being able to 

use them “without tone-quotes or ironic undercutting or any kind of winking and nudging” 

(155n9). The consequences are expressed in the form of “Pop Quiz 9” as well as in the content of 

“Pop Quiz 6” and “Pop Quiz 6(A),” both of which cause the writer considerable struggle to 

write, as he explains in “Pop Quiz 9.” The two-part pop quiz 6 explores the issue of suffering 

that stems from a lack of honest communication between people. The first part of the quiz tells a 

story of an ongoing conflict between two friends, named only by the letters X and Y, who “had 

been very close . . . but then Y does something to hurt, alienate and/or infuriate X” (131) and 

from that moment on, the character Y becomes hostile toward the character named X. The entire 

story revolves around the unexplained and unresolved conflict between the two men: the fact that 

the reader is never let in on what transpired between them—the narrator provides a few 

suggestions of what might have caused the falling out while simultaneously insisting that the 

exact reason is unimportant—is an indication that what is of interest in this story is why the two 

men never have an honest conversation about the issue and try to resolve it to be friendly again 

or, alternatively, go their separate ways. The consequence of this inability or refusal to speak 
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honestly with one another is the convoluted and tiresome narrative which is designed to make the 

reader realize how a lack of communication can lead to constant frustration and unnecessarily 

prolonged hurting.  

 The second part of this quiz, “6(A),” concerns itself with the same theme: failure of 

communication, or as Konstantinou puts it, “a drama of unfulfilled communication” (Cool 

Characters 168-9). In this story, the character X is faced with a familial crisis in the form of his 

wife’s father’s terminal illness. For X, however, the illness of his father-in-law is not the biggest 

concern in this situation: rather, it is the fact that due to a mutual dislike between these two men, 

X is unable to feel sorry for the old man’s condition. Thus, while X accompanies his wife in her 

very frequent visits to her father’s bedside, he feels both resentful that he needs to be there, and, 

at the same time, “also always feels rather ashamed about feeling such dislike and resentment in 

the presence of a fellow human being and legal relative” (138). This, in turn, leads him to further 

recursive, self-involved thinking which constitutes the majority of this quiz’s text:  

 X secretly worries that the obvious selfishness of his inner feelings during this time of 

 family crisis when his wife and children so clearly deserve his compassion and support 

 might constitute evidence of some horrific defect in his human makeup, some kind of 

 hideous central ice where his heart’s nodes of empathy and basic other-directedness 

 ought to be, and is increasingly tormented by shame and self-doubt, and then is doubly 

 ashamed and worried  about the fact that the shame and self-doubt are themselves self-

 involving and thus further compromise his ability to be truly concerned and supportive 

 toward his wife and kids; and he keeps all his secret feelings of alienation and distaste 

 and resentment and of shame and self-urtication even about the shame itself completely 

 to himself, and doesn’t feel like he can possibly go to his distraught wife and 
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 burden/horrify her even further with his own self-involved pons asinorum, and in fact is 

 so disgusted and ashamed about what he fears he might have discovered about his heart’s 

 makeup that he is unusually subdued and reserved and unforthcoming with everyone in 

 his life for the first several months of his father-in-law’s illness and says nothing to 

 anyone of the storms raging centripetally inside him. (138-9) 

Throughout most of the text, X continues in this vein of chastising himself and never revealing 

his feelings to anyone, until he decides to share it with his friend, the already introduced 

character named Y. Initially, this allows X to feel good about sharing his trouble with someone 

else. Still, as X eventually realizes, this is just a partial solution. For keeping these thoughts and 

feelings hidden from his wife does not make him feel “relieved or secure or good but rather on 

the contrary sad and alienated and lonely and aggrieved” (145); X begins to find himself, 

“behind his commiserative expression and solicitous gestures, secretly angry at this wife over an 

ignorance he has made every effort to cultivate in her, and sustain” (145).  

 The consequences of an inability to speak seriously or, as the fiction writer puts it, 

“sincerely” (155n9) about difficult topics is to make interpersonal communication entirely 

ineffective: it is to make it as digression-filled, evasive and passive-aggressive as the text of “Pop 

Quiz 9” itself. The fiction writer is, in fact, quite aware that such a way of writing does not 

combat the issue of a distanced disposition toward relationships, being with others, or feelings. 

This is why toward the end of “Pop Quiz 9,” he openly argues that the way out of this 

conundrum is to eschew the protective layer of overly rational, digressive speaking or writing 

and, instead, resolve to practice more direct communication with others. In the case of the fiction 

writer who speaks to the reader in “Octet” this means using metafiction not to discuss the 

difficulties of writing honestly, but rather actually doing so, i.e., it means that a writer needs to 
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be able to “address the reader directly and ask her straight out whether she’s feeling anything like 

what you feel” (154). This is a clue, in my view, to what the final imperative “So decide” 

(160)—which Konstantinou claims to be “ambiguous” (Cool Characters 180)—refers to; namely 

it is a question whether the reader, who is both identifying with the writer and made aware of his 

or her actual ontological existence as a reader of fiction and a person in the postmodern world, is 

going to choose to trust in the value of interpersonal sincerity, and, as such, establish a more 

stable ontological ground upon which to connect with others, i.e., an ability to feel or empathize 

with others.  

 The inability or unease reflected in the caveats and copious analytical explanations as to 

why using words such as “relationship,” “to be with someone,” or “feelings” are challenging to 

use is part of Wallace’s attempt to illustrate to his readership the impact that postmodern, and in 

this particular case, poststructural theories have on one’s ability to use language effectively for 

its major purpose, i.e., to communicate with other people. Poststructuralism’s distrust in 

language can be correlated with the hermeneutics of suspicion which calls for exactly that: 

suspicious analysis of words and phrases instead of trusting their referential and communicative 

potential. Wallace’s narrator in “Octet,” in particular, embodies this kind of “worrying” and, as I 

explained above, it is clearly implied that this approach to language results in ineffective 

communication and, by extension, a feeling of alienation and loneliness. It is not however that 

the act of deep thinking per se is bad—it is rather, as Jon Baskin argues, a certain type of 

thinking that Wallace sees as detrimental to a meaningful and honest communication with others, 

a dynamic which in “Octet” is metonymically captured by the writer’s difficulty connecting with 

his readers, and the “Pop Quiz’s” characters’ inability to connect with one another: 



 

 

130 

 Often, Wallace correlates the concrete suffering of his characters with their bewitchment 

 by a picture that features, among other things, a conflation of thinking in general with the 

 form of skeptical, analytical thinking that modern philosophy valorizes above all others, 

 including and especially the form of nonthinking it associates with art. For Wallace, the 

 separation of philosophy from literature—and the crude dichotomies often correlated 

 with that separation: mind/body, theoretical/practical, intellectual/emotional—are both a 

 cause and a symptom of a “dis-ease,” as he calls it in Infinite Jest, at the heart of modern 

 and postmodern self-consciousness. (Baskin 4) 

Wallace’s narrator recognizes the struggle involved in writing about the feelings and emotions in 

the postmodern and poststructural age, but he wants to make his reader aware that the over-

secularization of life, including the sphere of interpersonal relationships makes for an incomplete 

existence: human life comprises of both material and immaterial realms. Thus, while he worries 

about his ability to escape the “prison-house of language” himself, and practices deconstructive 

analysis of words, at the same time, the narrator in “Octet” constantly emphasizes that such 

obsession with “mere forms of utterance and discourse” (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 273) has 

removed our attention from that which is also an important dimension of human life, i.e., 

“motive, feeling, belief” (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 273). This emphasis on the importance and 

consequential nature of personal motivations is reflected in “Octet’s” title. While the text of 

“Octet” does not consist of eight pieces to neatly correspond to its title, the narrator chooses to 

nevertheless name it so because his original motivation was to write the piece as an octet; as he 

explains in a footnote, “You’re still going to title the cycle ‘Octet.’ No matter if it makes any 

sense to anybody else or not. You’re intransigent on this point. Whether this intransigence is a 

kind of integrity or just simply nuts is an issue you refuse to spend work-time stewing about. 



 

 

131 

You’ve cast your lot with the title ‘Octet,’ and ‘Octet’ is what it’s going to be” (152n6). In other 

words, the narrator resists what seems to be his own inclination to think and write in 

poststructuralist-like, obsessively analytic ways—instead, he simply follows his original 

motivation, regardless of whether this decision seems illogical or not. This of course means that 

in naming the piece in a way that does not correspond to its substance, Wallace actually 

illustrates the arbitrariness of a linguistic sign and, in this way, gives credence to one of to the 

main poststructuralist assumptions. But, his reason for doing so is pronouncedly non-

poststructural: the conviction to follow one’s instincts, without questioning or linguistically 

deconstructing them, is unlike what poststructural theories teach one to do. Wallace’s narrator 

knows his decision cannot be defended via a well-reasoned analysis, but that does not need to be 

the sole criterion behind one’s actions. The fact that he does not want to articulate or is incapable 

of articulating what makes him stick with the original title is Wallace’s invitation to his readers 

to be more open to thinking and acting in accordance with their motivations, feelings and beliefs, 

rather than on obsessively rational and analytical grounds. In short, it shows that there is a reality 

which is beyond that which can be put into words but which is nevertheless consequential in the 

human experience: his inarticulateness about the decision to stick with an incongruent title 

reflects this proposition.  

 This is why Wallace invites the reader in “Pop Quiz 9” to consider writing and, by 

extension, speaking to others from a place of trust in the ability to communicating with them on a 

less abstract or theoretical level, and instead on a more emotional one: “[Y]ou—the unfortunate 

fiction writer—will have to puncture the fourth wall . . . and you’ll have to ask the reader straight 

out whether she feels it too, this queer nameless ambient urgent interhuman sameness” (157). 

The sameness appears to have to do with every person’s need for genuine connection with others 
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which can only be achieved if the self is able to “truly ‘be with’ another person instead of just 

using that person somehow” (155). This is also what the narrator reveals he intended the other 

pieces in “Octet” to, as he puts it, “interrogate” or “palpate” (145): the different kinds of failures 

to selflessly be with others, which, it is implied, is the path to a meaningful interpersonal 

connection. All the stories or quizzes we read before the explanatory metafictional “Pop Quiz 

#9” seem to indicate that people’s inability to empathize with one another, a stand-in for the 

level of interpersonal connection beyond reason and language, has to do with the feelings of self-

consciousness about not being able to empathize or communicate with one another. It is the 

postmodernism-associated narcissism or recursive thinking, then, that is actually the root of the 

problem: if the husband from “Pop Quiz 6(A)” stopped worrying about what his inability to 

empathize with his wife’s family members means and instead directed that energy away from 

himself and toward those whom he believed needed his empathy, the chances are he would have 

been able to achieve that. The narrator also suggests that the way out of this predicament is in 

fact to speak directly with others about one’s need to connect and be “liked,” just as he is 

attempting to do in his address to his reader in “Pop Quiz 9”: 

 The trick to this solution is that you’d have to be 100% honest. Meaning not just sincere 

 but almost naked. Worse than naked—more like unarmed. Defenseless. ‘This thing I feel, 

 I can’t name it straight out but it seems important, do you feel it too?’—this sort of direct 

 question is not for the squeamish. For one thing, it’s perilously close to ‘Do you like me? 

 Please like me,’ which you know quite well that 99% of all the interhuman manipulation 

 and bullshit gamesmanship that goes on goes on precisely because the idea of saying this 

 sort of thing straight out is regarded as somehow obscene. In fact one of the very last 

 few interpersonal taboos we have is this kind of obscenely naked direct interrogation of 
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 somebody else. It looks pathetic and desperate. That’s how it’ll look to the reader. And it 

 will have to. There’s no way around it. If you step out and ask her what and whether 

 she’s feeling, there can’t be anything coy or performative or sham-honest-so-she’ll-like-

 you about it. (154) 

Wallace echoes here exactly what he envisioned in 1993, when he delineated in “E Unibus 

Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction” what a literary reaction to postmodernism should look like. 

Wallace’s last line in “Octet” then, asks the writers and the readers to decide whether they are 

ready for the kind of reaction such sincere acknowledgment of one’s fears and needs is likely to 

evoke in the era of postmodern “congenital skepticism” (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s “272). 

However, despite the risk of “raised eyebrow and a very cool smile” (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s 

273), the narrator in “Octet” suggests that the alternative, the endless spiral of self-conscious 

doubt, loneliness, and a lack of meaningful interactions with others, is in fact a much worse price 

to pay.  

 While Wallace implies or theorizes in “Octet” a way “out” of the postmodern ironic and 

over-intellectualized ethos, in “Brief Interview #20,” he dramatizes much more explicitly the 

model of relating to others that is radically different from the postmodernist one. In “Octet,” 

Wallace depicts moving beyond narcissistic self-reference and distance as a solution to the 

postmodern condition; in “Brief Interview #20,” in turn, he dramatizes much more explicitly the 

model of relating to others based on selfless empathy as a means to do so. Just as with other 

stories in the collection which are written in the form of an interview, the reader is provided only 

with the interviewee’s answers to the interviewer’s questions, thoughts or comments which are 

themselves never directly spelled out in the text. Whenever a question is posed, it is signaled in 

the text by the letter “Q” and followed by a period. I would argue that this technique functions 
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similarly to the “Octet’s” second person address: it promotes an active engagement from the 

reader, for they are tasked with inferring the content of the question on the basis of each answer. 

Once again, then, Wallace’s audience is asked to identify themselves both with the ontological 

reality of the story world, the interview, as they assume the persona of an interviewer, and, at the 

same time they are being made aware of their actual positioning as readers of the kind of a story 

which asks them for more than just passive receiving of the words on the page. Both forms of 

identification are instrumental in allowing Wallace to strengthen the emotional impact of the 

recounted story to awaken reader’s empathetic response to the text and, by extension, to promote 

his model of relating to one another outside the text. The story the “interview” presents is built 

on a contrast between two different worldviews, especially in the approach to interpersonal 

relationships. One of the approaches is portrayed by the character of the interviewee and the 

other by the main character in the story that the interviewee relates. These two models of 

behavior can be placed on the extreme ends of a spectrum of belief in a meaningful human 

connection: the interviewee occupies the cynical approach to that question, whereas the main 

character in his story represents a much more trusting attitude. Wallace uses this contrast to 

demonstrate to readers, as he already began in “Octet,” the perils of the affect-less and distrustful 

mode of being in the world, where one “[a]cts as if you knew from birth that everything is 

clichéd and hyped and empty and absurd” (Wallace, “My Appearance” 183). But while “Octet,” 

focuses more on the critique of such a mindset, in “Brief Interview #20,” Wallace’s prose is 

much clearer about his idea for an antidote, as it were, to an ironic and nihilistic mindset. 

 As I mentioned above, “Brief Interview #20” is one of the most, if not the most, 

emotionally challenging story in Brief Interviews with Hideous Men. In it, the interviewee talks 

about a woman whom he met at an art festival and whom he invited to his apartment with the 
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goal of having the so-called “one night stand.” After the act, the woman tells the interviewee of 

the sexual assault she was the victim of in the past. As the interviewee continues with his story, it 

transpires that the woman, never named in the text, but instead referred to as a “Granola 

Cruncher, or post-Hippie, New Ager” (288), was able to convince the rapist not to kill her by 

establishing a “quote connection with the quote soul of the sexual psychopath . . . [by] focus[ing] 

intently on the psychotic mulatto as an ensouled and beautiful although tormented person in his 

own right instead of merely as a threat to her or a force of evil or the incarnation of her personal 

death” (300). The clue to how this is, at least initially, viewed by the interviewee is already 

noticeable in the few lines I have quoted from the story: he feels the need to introduce his report 

of the incident with the word “quote,” indicating his ironic distance toward the content of the 

story and, instead of using her real name, uses a rather ironic if not derogatory term to refer to 

the woman at the center of his narrative. In fact, this way of speaking continues throughout the 

entirety of the “interview,” so that both worldviews, the interviewee’s and “Granola Cruncher’s” 

are systematically contrasted, aiding the reader in noticing the clear difference between them. In 

light of the method that the woman employs to save her life, I posit that the most consequential 

difference between the two characters is in the interviewee’s preoccupation with his own 

image—his self-centered worldview, expressed in his meticulous attention to how he comes 

across to others, including the interviewer—as opposed to the woman’s self-lessness or her 

ability to, as the narrator in “Octet” puts it, “truly be with another person instead of just using 

that person somehow” (“Octet” 155). With “Brief Interview #20,” Wallace continues, then, what 

he began in “Octet”: illustrating that what is at the core of people’s loneliness lack of community 

is a disproportionate preoccupation with the self to the exclusion of others. The solution, 

therefore, is to cultivate the opposite of that disposition, i.e., it is to cultivate relationships devoid 



 

 

136 

of pretense or cool irony or any other method of shielding oneself from being seen for who one 

really is, an “actual person, someone whose life is informed by values and principles, instead of 

just an especially shrewd kind of self-preserving animal” (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 265).  

 To be a shrewd self-preserving animal, however, in the context of violent sexual assault 

is certainly not to be discarded as an uncalled for behavior. It would be completely rational for 

the woman to hate her rapist and to fight for not being violated by him instead of passively 

enduring it. The fact that Wallace chooses the character of Granola Cruncher to not do so, but 

instead actually empathize with her brutalizer is undoubtedly a perverse narrative strategy to 

communicate his message about the importance of empathy. Apart from the fact that it rather 

neatly, if drastically, illustrates the metaphor of life-affirming empathy as opposed to life-

denying narcissism, it is my belief that Wallace wanted to show the difficulty of achieving such 

an extreme state of interpersonal connection via this rather unlikely story. But while the action in 

and of itself appears quite implausible, to say the least, the character of Granola Cruncher is less 

difficult to imagine as in fact a model of behavior that can be encountered in the world and in 

fact serves as a representation of an ethos which Wallace wants the reader to embrace instead of 

that or ironic detachment.   

 Granola Cruncher’s life is informed by the values and principles about which the 

interviewee telling her story feels rather uneasy and incredulous. Her tale contains references to 

“obscure Levantine denomination’s views vis-à-vis energy fields and souls and connections 

between souls via what she kept calling quote focus” and, worse still, she kept “using the, well, 

the quote L-word itself several times without irony or even any evident awareness that the word 

has through tactical over-deployment become trite and requires invisible quotes around it now at 

the very least” (293). In other words, the woman is literally putting into practice what Wallace 



 

 

137 

encouraged the “You” or the addressee of “Octet” to do: “Let’s not be naïve about what this 

100%-honest-naked-interrogation-of-reader tactic is going to cost you if you opt to try it. You’re 

going to have to eat the big rat and go ahead and actually use terms like be with and relationship, 

and use them sincerely” (“Octet” 155). And while Wallace’s reader might perhaps be more likely 

to identify with the interviewee and relate to his incredulity at the woman’s linguistic and 

conceptual naiveté, it is clear from the conclusion of her story as well as the last words of the 

interview itself, that she is the one who is less lost and confused between the two of them. Not 

only does her way of being in the world, which is not cynical or calculated, proves to be 

redeeming for her, as she is able to save her life due to actually practicing—to an extreme—the 

ideas in which she believes, or, in other words, connecting the signs with their real-world 

referents, but she also persuades the interviewee that the form of expression, the naming of 

things, might be less consequential than the real-world phenomena they name: “[i]rregardless of 

whatever I might have thought of the quality or substance of the thinking that enable[d] her [to] 

induce him [the psychotic sex offender] to let her live” (287).32 It appears that the interviewee 

experiences a kind of renewal of trust in language in that he in fact uses the word love—which 

he had claimed as a word which cannot be used without tone quotes and such—with what 

appears to be sincerity and conviction. This is in fact what opens the interview and suggests 

therefore that the encounter with the woman produced a change in the interviewee’s worldview: 

“And yet I did not fall in love with her until she related the story of the unbelievably horrifying 

incident in which she was brutally accosted and held captive and very nearly killed” (287). 

 
32 Wallace was quite vocal about his dislike of the tendency to obsess over the form of utterance, rather than 

focusing on its referent. He criticized this phenomenon most comprehensively in the already mentioned here essay, 

“Authority and American Usage.” He argues against the extreme claims of the poststructuralist theory when he says: 

“[there exists] the bizarre conviction that America ceases to be elitist or unfair simply because Americans stop using 

certain vocabulary that is historically associated with elitism and unfairness. This is PCE’s [Politically Correct 

English] core fallacy—that a society’s mode of expression is productive of its attitudes rather than a product of those 

attitudes” (Wallace, “Authority” 111).  
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Additionally, at another point in the interview, he actually asks the interviewer—who is 

identified as someone more sympathetic to the interviewee’s rather than the woman’s 

disposition—to try to be less cynical and doubtful of the importance of the woman’s actions 

solely on the basis of her way of expressing herself:  

 Try to bracket any New Age goo in the terminology and focus on the tactical strategy 

 itself if you can because I’m well aware that what she is about to describe is nothing but a 

 variant of the stale old Love Will Conquer All bromide but for the moment bracket 

 whatever contempt you might feel and try to see the more concrete ramifications of—in 

 this situation in terms  of what she has the courage and apparent conviction to actually 

 attempt here, because she believes that sufficient love and focus can penetrate even 

 psychosis and evil and establish a quote soul-connection, unquote. (300; emphasis 

 added) 

It is possible to see this change in the interviewee’s mindset as akin to what the American 

philosopher W. V. Quine called “semantic ascent”: a process via which one “establish[es] 

certainty about common usage or common sense where beforehand there had been either doubt, 

ambiguity, or an ungrounded illusion of certainty” (Baskin 11). It might be said that the 

interviewee, at first, prior to meeting the woman and hearing her story, is questioning the way 

she uses seemingly common words, such as “love,” “connection,” or “soul,” but after seeing the 

real-life impact of her beliefs, regains some of the epistemological certainty in these words 

related to the question of interhuman connection, and, by extension, in the possibility of 

achieving such connection.  

 What transpires in the interview is that the interviewee, although initially appearing as the 

individual who is more shrewd and knowledgeable, even if not more likeable, than the woman, is 
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in fact the one who is much more insecure and ignorant than his one-time lover. The ironic 

distance he puts between himself and the woman’s beliefs, the detailed study of her “type” and 

the way the courtship with women “of her kind” (306) usually proceeds, the need to use hedging 

and caveats in all his answers, i.e., the omnipresent “quote” preceding any kind of word or 

expression that denotes feelings or connotes with sincerity, authenticity or innocence, are all 

used in service of exercising emotional control of the situation. It becomes clear that the 

interviewee, who claims at one point that “of course we should remember that a deep need for 

anything from other people makes us easy pickings” (292), perceives interpersonal relationships, 

and especially romantic ones, in terms of struggle rather than connection. He reflects toward the 

end of the interview that initially he was disappointed that the woman went home with him the 

very night they met: “[I] felt more and more sad that on our way out of the park I’d felt that tiny 

stab of disappointment, maybe even anger, wishing she’d been more of a challenge. That her will 

and wishes had opposed my own just a little more. This by the way is known as Werther’s 

Axiom, whereby quote the intensity of a desire D is inversely proportional to the ease of D’s 

gratification. Known also as Romance” (314). This is of course a perfect example of an overly 

analytical and theoretical approach to life, and especially a sphere of life which mostly consists 

in the emotional rather than intellectual or calculated dimension. In fact, the man realizes that 

this approach makes his interaction with women lacking: “I began in the dark of our room to feel 

terrible sadness and fear. I felt as though there had been far more genuine emotion and 

connection in that anti-rape [at one point in the interview, the interviewee theorizes that if a rape 

victim “can somehow choose to give herself, sincerely and compassionately, she cannot be truly 

violated or raped, no?” (310)] she suffered than in any of the so-called lovemaking I spent my 

time pursuing” (312). He goes even further in that he argues that the difference between his way 
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of relating to women is not different from the rapist’s in its motivation, but rather in its way of 

going about it: “I am inviting you to consider that it isn’t the motivation that’s the psychotic part. 

The permutation is simply the psychotic one of substituting rape, murder, and mind-shattering 

terror for exquisite lovemaking and giving a false number whose falseness isn’t so immediately 

evident that it will unnecessarily hurt someone’s feelings and cause you discomfort” (304). In 

other words, the interviewee claims to know from what sources the sex offender’s actions 

originate, and he equates those with an extreme and misguided version of self-preservation 

which he claims he can relate to:   

 [a feeling of] terror that any conventional, soul-exposing connection with another human 

 being will threaten him with engulfment and/or obliteration, in other words that he will 

 become the victim. That in his cosmology it is either feed or be food—God how lonely, 

 do you feel it?—but that the brute control he and his sharp implement hold over her very 

 life and death allow the mulatto to feel that here he is in a hundred percent total control of 

 the relationship and thus that the connection he so desperately craves will not expose or 

 engulf or obliterate him. (303) 

He proceeds to claim that in his own case, it is “the potential profundity” (304) of a loving 

connection which he fears and thus is unable to establish a longer-than-one-night “relationship” 

with any woman. He also acknowledges that it is a lonely reality in which this profundity figures 

as menacing. While of course in the case of the sex offender this kind of fear becomes 

pathological in the literal meaning of this word, the interviewee’s fear, in turn, appears to be a 

reflection of an extreme version of individualism of contemporary American culture; Wallace 

discusses this very phenomenon as part of television’s influence on people’s idea of the self: 

“Today’s best ads are . . . about the group, but they now present the group as something 
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fearsome, something that can swallow you up, erase you, keep you from ‘being noticed’” (“E 

Unibus Pluram” 177). This form of self-preservation, of course, is part of the culture steeped in 

self-reflection, self-care, etc., which, as Wallace shows in both “Octet” and in “Brief Interview 

#20” are, in fact, detrimental to the project of building empathetic, i.e., other-oriented 

relationships.  

 In order to reverse this cultural drive toward solipsistic, fragmented, disconnected and, as 

such, profoundly lonely reality, Wallace suggests becoming less self-concerned. This is exactly 

what the character of Granola Cruncher dramatizes in this story; one of the most prominent 

characteristics of the woman that the interviewee claims to have noticed was “a high degree of 

unself-conscious attention and concentration” (305). These are also the very skills she uses in 

order to reach the consciousness of the rapist in hopes of appealing to his sense of compassion 

and humanity; despite the terror of the situation, the woman is able to  

 think quickly on her feet and thinks it through and determines that her only chance of 

 surviving this encounter is to establish a quote connection with the quote soul of the 

 sexual psychopath . . . That her objective is to focus very intently on the psychotic 

 mulatto as an ensouled and beautiful albeit tormented person in his own right instead of 

 merely a threat to her or a force of evil or the incarnation of her personal death. (300) 

Thus, instead of seeing the man from her own’s existence’s perspective—which would mean 

looking at him as a threat to her life—she decides to empathize with him and connect with him 

on a rather metaphysical level which relies on “beliefs in connection and nobility and 

compassion as more fundamental and primary components of soul than psychosis or evil” (307). 

In order not to lose any of her energy that she needs for remain capable of empathizing with her 

rapist, she is not resisting, “not even considering resisting” (308) the man and, as such, empties 
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herself of the immediate preoccupation with her own safety, and, by extension, any self-

consciousness. She directs her focus to the man and enters a level of consciousness in which he, 

not she, becomes her primary object of consideration. And her tactic does, in fact, start having a 

visible effect on the criminal in that he is sick from terror, and when he “turned her over into a 

rape-ready supine position in the gravel he was crying and chewing his lower lip like a 

frightened child, making small lost noises” (309). While enduring the assault, the woman 

actually continues to empathize with him, “stroking the back of his head and whispering small 

little consolatory syllables in a soothing maternal singsong” (310). Once again, it cannot be 

stressed enough how this is an extremely implausible scenario, and the interviewee 

acknowledges this very fact: “Imagine being able to console someone as he weeps over what 

he’s doing to you as you console him. Is that wonderful, or sick?” (313). While the answer to this 

question, as so many other questions Wallace asks in his short stories, has to be reached by every 

reader on their own, the point of the story remains that the character of Granola Cruncher serves 

Wallace as a model of a disposition toward others which is in clear opposition to the one in 

which the self is pitted against others. In a way, this behavior embodies an antithesis to self-

consciousness which Wallace saw as preventing people from forging meaningful connections 

with others. Instead of self-consciousness the woman in Wallace’s story seems to be accessing 

an ontological reality which is more fundamental to life than the consciousness of a self, it is a 

dimension of the “the ambient urgent interhuman sameness” of “Octet” which denotes every 

person’s need to feel connected and loved and fears of not being able to have this need met. The 

fact that it is an “ambient” sameness and that the focus the character of Granola Cruncher 

exercises is also a rather metaphysical or not exactly linguistic or rational phenomena, implies 

that Wallace sees this reality as existing independently of reason or language. Thus, while 
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Konstantinou claims that Wallace’s postironic belief is empty of content, I would argue that the 

content of that belief can be defined as the trust in the universal human capacity for empathy.  

 Finally, the only “real commentary” the woman provides on the incident is that she 

considered that event to constitute a “kind of death” (316) and from her words, it can be inferred 

that she meant the death of her sense of self that she had prior to the encounter: “[S]he had 

realized that as she stood hitchhiking her religion’s spiritual forces had guided the psychotic to 

her, that he had served as an instrument of growth in her faith and capacity to alter energy fields 

by the action of her compassion. . . . She learned more about love that day with the sex offender 

than at any other stage in her spiritual journey, she said” (316). This is also exactly what Wallace 

implies in “Octet” is the “price” one needs to pay to be with another person differently than in a 

self-preoccupied or narcissistic way: 

 [Y]ou try your naked best to describe the conundrum and potential fiasco of the semi-

 octet and your own feeling that the surviving semiworkable pieces all seem to be trying 

 to demonstrate . . . some nameless but inescapable ‘price’ that all human beings are faced 

 with having to pay at some point if they ever want truly ‘to be with’ another person . . . 

 [an] apparently unavoidable ‘price’ that can actually sometimes equal death itself, or at 

 least usually equals your giving up something (either a thing or a person or a precious 

 long-held feeling or some certain idea of yourself and your own virtue/worth/identity) 

 whose loss will feel, in a true and urgent way, like a kind of death. (155-6) 

Once again, regardless of how the reader will judge the sort of reasoning or justification that the 

character of Granola Cruncher provides for her experience, for my own argument it is important 

to note the convergence between how her character described the effect of this kind of deep, 

consciousness-affecting interhuman connection based on empathy and what Wallace, as I posit, 
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wants his readers to take away from his meditation on the topic of sincere engagement with 

another human being, i.e., that it requires a death of one’s ego, dressed in the protective layers of 

always distancing postmodern irony. The tactic of selflessness saves the character of Granola 

Cruncher’s life: her story and her way of being, it is implied, changes the cynical, calculating, 

emotionally stunted interviewee. He finishes his story by saying: “I believed she could save me” 

(317-8) and I would argue this is what Wallace calls upon the reader to believe in as well: 

shedding some of the “commitment to negativity, a defensive lifestyle choice that first and 

foremost seeks to protect . . . from ridicule, at the expense of expressing any genuine sentiment 

or emotions” (Williams 299) will go a long way in helping to “locate and apply CPR to those 

elements of what’s human and magical that still live and glow despite the times’ darkness” 

(Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 26). 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 This chapter sought to demonstrate the ways in which David Foster Wallace’s fiction 

negotiated the influence of some of the major philosophical and aesthetic features of 

postmodernism. It is true that in recent years the practice of categorizing writers in reference to a 

specific literary aesthetic became quite unpopular; however, it is also true that Wallace is often 

written about as either a pioneer of or an important figure in the literary movement succeeding 

postmodernism. His own point of view on this topic appears instructive and will serve me as a 

point of departure in discussing in these final pages the features of his work that seem to earn 

him the status of a post-postmodernist writer. In the McCaffery interview, Wallace says the 

following in response to the question of the literary periodization of his work: 
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 DFW: Even today, when people I don’t know ask me what I do for a living, I usually tell 

 them I’m “in English” or I “work free-lance.” I don’t seem to be able to call myself a 

 writer. And terms like “postmodernist” or “surrealist” send me straight to the bathroom, 

 I’ve got to tell you. 

 LM: I spend time in the toilet stalls myself. But I noticed you didn’t take off down the 

 hall when I said earlier that your work didn’t seem “realistic.” Do you agree with that? 

 DFW: Well, it depends whether you’re talking little-r realistic or big-R. If you mean is 

 my stuff in the Howells/Wharton/Updike school of U.S. Realism, clearly not. But to me 

 the whole binary of realistic vs. unrealistic fiction is a canonical distinction set up by 

 people with a vested interest in the big-R tradition. A way to marginalize stuff that isn’t 

 soothing and conservative. Even the goofiest avant-garde agenda, if it’s got integrity, is 

 never, “Let’s eschew all realism,” but more, “Let’s try to countenance and render real 

 aspects of real experiences that have previously been excluded from art.” The result often 

 seems “unrealistic” to the big-R devotees because it’s not a recognizable part of the 

 “ordinary experience” they’re used to countenancing. I guess my point is that “realistic” 

 doesn’t have a univocal definition. (Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 35-36) 

Wallace echoes here what has been, for some time now, a rather widely accepted truth in literary 

studies: the clear-cut distinctions between one aesthetic or period and another are largely made 

due to a need to organize a vast and diverse body of literature into cognitively manageable units, 

to say nothing of institutional and disciplinary pressures and requirements which ask for 

discernible “subjects” for any artistic or scholarly discipline. Furthermore, the task of speaking 

of realism in the context of literary periodization is perhaps the most difficult or complex of all 
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as it is both an epistemological and an aesthetic category.33 Of course this is exactly what 

Wallace points out in his answer to McCaffery’s inquiry: one writer’s or critic’s realism, is 

another’s avant-garde or anti-realism. Despite this difficulty, I want to suggest that there are 

good reasons to see Wallace’s work as drawing from the realist tradition.   

 One way to think of the difference between realist and postmodernist fiction is that the 

former is imbued with a spirit of certainty, while the latter is rather skeptical in nature. 

Discussing the worldviews or the philosophical implications of the two aesthetic movements, 

David Lodge puts this distinction in the following way: in realism, there is certain “epistemic 

confidence” (Lodge 49) that “reality can be known, that the truth about human affairs can be 

told, and that such knowledge and truth can be shared collectively” (Lodge 49). Postmodernist 

literature, on the other hand, seems to intensify the “findings” of modernist epistemology in that 

“reality inheres not in the common phenomenal world but in the perceptions of that world in 

individual minds” (Lodge 58) which leads to “the difficulty of communication between these 

separate mental worlds, [due to] the distorting effects of the unconscious on consciousness, and 

the limits of human understanding” (Lodge 49-50). What I would argue Wallace does in his 

fiction, then, is a combination of the two with a clear progression toward the propositional or 

philosophical beliefs which underlie realism. This is so because, as I have tried to show, while he 

dramatizes the issues inherent in meaningful interpersonal communication, especially in “Octet,” 

and locates this struggle in both the ironic and narcissistic modes of postmodern consciousness, 

he also dramatizes in “Brief Interview #20” a way in which such an understanding can be 

reached and communicated to others, if the signifier-signified gap is approached not as a 

 
33 Fredric Jameson, of course, argues that realism is in fact, first and foremost, an epistemological category rather 

than an aesthetic one: “realism is essentially an epistemological category framed and staged in aesthetic terms” 

(279).  
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theoretical or rational, but instead an extralinguistic problem. In other words, the closing of the 

gap to improve interpersonal communication, and, by extension, connection, can be done via 

returning language from its self-referential interests to using it as relating to real-world, every 

day uses. This is what Wallace does in both “Octet” and in “Brief Interview #20,” when he 

encourages the reader to, as he tends to put it, “bracket” their theoretical or intellectual 

reservations and try to remember that such words as love, feelings, or soul still denote realities of 

human experience. Just as Konstantinou argues, then, Wallace’s purpose is to make his readers 

into believers; and, as I posit, in contradistinction to Konstantinou’s claim, this belief is not 

empty, but relies on faith in the universal human “sameness” which, in Wallace’s work, is the 

capacity for empathy.  

 Wallace’s work, however, does not so much as go back to the “mirror theory” of 

language’s relation to reality, which was dealt a definitive blow with the linguistic turn and 

poststructural theories of language, but rather, following the thinking one of his favorite 

philosopher, Wittgenstein, arrives at a more hopeful conclusion than what postmodernists 

concluded on the basis of these theories: language, as a function of relationships between persons 

or, to put it differently, as an invention of humans, is dependent on human community and thus 

solipsism or recursive thinking can be seen as aberrations in this system, caused by historical and 

cultural forces, rather than by the nature of language itself. To put it slightly differently: one can 

choose to use language to build, undermine or destroy meaning and it is up to the individuals and 

communities to decide how they want to use it. Wallace clearly wanted his fiction, and by 

extension, language to be returned from the abstract, self-referential level to a more concrete or 

referential plane, i.e., he wanted his fiction to, “out of the rubble [of postmodernist fiction’s 

influence on contemporary writing] reaffirm the idea of art being a living transaction between 
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humans” (Wallace qtd. in Burn, Conversations 41; emphasis added). Just like other writers, 

working within the waning of postmodernism, who “all recognize the contingency of the 

language game of realism, but play the game without (or with less) anxiety” (Konstantinou, 

“Neorealist” 110), Wallace was aware of the representational issues but, in keeping with his self-

professed goals to write literature which was less nihilistic, he chose to “accept the mimetic 

limitations of realism and . . .  attempted to build a bigger, better realism in light of these 

limitations” (Konstantinou, “Neorealist” 110).  

 Positing empathy as a universal human characteristic also aligns Wallace’s fiction with 

the realist literary tradition. This is because traditional realism was built largely on the premises 

of liberal humanism which, as I discussed in the introduction to this project, assumes a universal 

human nature (Holland, Succeeding 4). This happens also to be a kind of assumption challenged 

by the postmodernism with its insistence on unknowability and contingency of all truth claims. 

Thus, for Wallace to return to this idea, as well as the idea that there exists something, a kind of 

human “sameness” which we all “ambiently” feel, is distinguishing him from postmodernist 

writing based on the poststructural assumption that that all humans have access to it the 

conceptual or linguistic reality. In doing so, he rejects the poststructural premise that “truth is 

defined as that which language can construct about the world” (Bowen 10), in favor of a more 

realist-associated definition of truth as “something that can be ‘out there,’ that has to do with 

‘this-ness’ and relational, counter-theoretical knowledge” (Bowen 10). In this way, his fiction 

stands in contrast to the signification-obsessed postmodern fictions and, as instead, belong to a 

post-postmodern movement in literature which “continues the ethical, communicative, and 

empathizing work of realism” (Holland, Moral Worlds 216).   
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 Wallace worried about the state of fiction at the end of the twentieth century and the very 

beginning of the new century: he wanted it to be focused on the aesthetic and formal issues and 

less nihilistic about its diagnosis of the postmodern condition. He admired Dostoevsky, that 

Russian master of traditional realism, for being able to “dramatize the profoundest parts of all 

humans, the parts most conflicted, most serious—the ones with the most at stake” (Wallace, 

“Joseph Frank’s” 265) and worried about the viability of such type of writing in his own day: 

 [W]ho is to blame for the unseriousness of our serious fiction? The culture, the laughers? 

 But they wouldn’t (could not) laugh if a piece of morally passionate, passionately moral 

 fiction  was also ingenious and radiantly human fiction. But how to make that? How—for 

 a writer today, even a talented writer today—to get up the guts to even try? There are no 

 formulas or guarantees. There are, however, models. (Wallace, “Joseph Frank’s” 274) 

Wallace meant Dostoyevsky; I hope to have shown here that Wallace’s own work, especially as 

expressed in Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, is another such a model.   
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Chapter 3: Reconnecting the Word and the World—Zadie Smith’s Material 

Realism 

 

There is such a shelter in each other. 

Zadie Smith, On Beauty  

 

Introduction  

 

  

 This chapter concerns itself with the novel that lends itself to the label of literary realism 

perhaps even more than the texts discussed in the two preceding chapters. The novel in question 

is Zadie Smith’s On Beauty published in 2005. I want to argue here that Smith’s text is 

representative of both the “postmodernism, then” movement in literature as well as the revival of 

literary realism in Anglo-American fiction since 1990s. One of the “important interventions” 

within the “postmodernism, then” is its commitment to explore “the previously submerged role 

played by various institutions and class interests in the historical formation of postmodernist 

styles and forms” (Kelly 391). Smith’s novel, revolving as it does around the role of academia 

and the intellectuals in the social life, especially as related to the questions of social justice, is 

certainly an example such recent “interventions.” I will also illustrate how On Beauty realist 

form is a means through which Smith is able to conduct such criticism.  

 In theorizing what I have been calling “postmodern literary realism,” I discerned two 

interrelated but distinctive themes which this genre contains: materialist-particularist and 

idealist-universal lenses through which reality is represented in this genre. This is of course in 

keeping with the long tradition of discussing realism, both in philosophy and literature:  
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 In a debate that goes back to Aristotle and Plato, on the one hand realism might connote 

 the materialist-particular, and on the other the idealist-universal, depending on whether 

 the quotidian or the transcendent was taken to be the defining property of the real. 

 Thus in the nineteenth century, literary realism is often seen as having two almost 

 contradictory phases of meaning: the correspondence theory of “naive” realism, which 

 holds to a positivist belief in the reality of the external world and in language as 

 providing objective descriptions of that reality; and the coherence theory of “informed” 

 realism, which recognizes the place of linguistic creativity in the making of the real and is 

 particularly interested in the invisible “real” of the psyche and of dreams. (Bowen 49) 

I used these two categories to organize my discussion of Joan Didion’s and David Foster 

Wallace’s selected works: Didion’s fiction is clearly marked by the materialist-particular 

worldview, whereas Wallace’s oeuvre tends to lean toward the idealist-universal. An important 

caveat to be made here is that both writers’ works were also significantly impacted by 

postmodernist philosophical thought and literary developments, thus modifying and complicating 

these “realist” labels. In Smith’s case, as I will argue, these two poles come closer together or are 

more intertwined in an attempt both to maintain the value of particularity and difference as they 

pertain to people’s lived experience, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to soften this 

potentially divisive and alienating worldview, by gesturing toward the points of universal 

convergences in human life. 

 Smith’s On Beauty revolves around the dialectic of mind and body, theory and practice, 

language and matter. Thematically, it is an intensely affect-driven novel: it touches upon such 

morally complicated questions as marital infidelity, racial tensions, social inequality, troubled 

adolescence, the gap between the public and the personal self. Because the drama of these topics 
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is systematically unfolding along these dialectical lines, Smith’s storyworld implies the deeply 

relational nature of reality; instead of driving towards privileging the materialist-particularist or 

the idealist-universal framework for capturing this reality, Smith shows that both are constitutive 

of human experience. As such, and in keeping with the larger project of “postmodernist, then,” 

Smith attempts to redress the imbalance between ontology and epistemology which has been 

rather disturbed by the “linguistic turn” and its influence on fiction which, with its privileging of 

epistemology—the mental frameworks for accessing and understanding reality—delegated the 

questions of ontology to other fields of study. Because of this desire for a renewed focus on the 

material reality, I will consider Smith’s writing under the genre of what Mary K. Holland calls 

“material realist fiction,” i.e., the kind of fiction which “in the twenty-first century brings a 

significant return to questions of feeling, relating, ethics, and justice . . . the return of the parody, 

critique, and affect that were so often missing from the language-oriented postmodern pastiche of 

the twentieth century, and even from earlier material realist fiction, such as Double or Nothing or 

Bernstein’s Language poetry” (Holland, Moral Worlds 117).  

 A question might arise at this point as to the validity of adding a new generic label, 

“material realist fiction,” on top of the already new “postmodern realism.” Amidst the 

widespread critical complaint of too many literary categories and labels already, I believe that 

Holland provides a cogent argument for using this new term to describe a set of changes in 

American fiction since the early 1990s. In Holland’s analysis, since the Internet became a 

relatively widely accessible commodity in 1991, writers have begun to experiment with fiction’s 

delivery mode to a much greater extent than before. In the first stage of this experimental period, 

fiction moved from the print to the electronic mode to “take advantage of the abundance of 

possibilities in form, structure, media, reader interaction, and connectivity to other texts and 
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readers afforded by the internet” (Holland, Moral Worlds 104). The next step was to translate the 

experiments possible in the electronic realm to the print medium: “evolving printing technology 

also enabled print literature to emulate electronic literature’s innovations by manipulating the 

physical aspects of texts—incorporating images, carving out space and depth through 

typesetting, linking and layering texts and characters through mixed fonts and colors” (Holland, 

Moral Worlds 104). Thus, while it would seem, at least initially, that print literature might 

become obsolete, the increased interest in the immaterial realm of the Internet in fact stimulated 

a renewed interest in what is possible in the physical realm, print books included.34 Concurrently, 

a similar trend emerges in other creative and scientific fields:  

  As the continued evolution of digital technology in the twenty-first century increasingly 

 intensified material practices in print literature, a somewhat contradictory philosophical 

 shift away from dematerialization at the end of the twentieth century also began to inform 

 material literary practices. Coined by Manuel DeLanda and Rosi Braidotti in the late 

 1990s, “new materialism” gathers diverse philosophical, social, and physics-based 

 theories that propose ways of reorienting our thinking about matter, language, politics, 

 natural sciences, social sciences, and ethics by once again focusing on material reality 

 rather than, or as the basis of, language and discourse. While the theorists contributing to 

 this movement differ dramatically in terms of methodology, aim, and focus, uniting them 

 
34 Of course, these experiments in the print medium are not exclusively confined to the 1990s and the launching of 

the internet: famously, Laurence Stern played with the materiality of his Tristram Shandy in as early as the 

seventeen hundreds; William Blake “made text three dimensional by blending image and text in engraved plates 

(The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 1790)” (Holland, Moral Worlds 102); B.S. Johnson, in turn, “took his 

material innovation off the page and into three dimensions, innovating on his books’ physical forms: first he created 

a book whose cut-out pages create wormholes from one textual location and narrative moment to another (Albert 

Angelo, 1964); then he rejected physical containment altogether, with a novel made of twenty-seven loose packets 

which the reader is directed to shuffle, producing any number of textual readings (The Unfortunates, 1969)” 

(Holland, Moral Worlds 102). For a more complete list of examples of materialist experimentation, see chapter three 

in Mary K. Holland’s Moral Worlds of Contemporary Realism.  
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 is the core belief that we have lost sight of fundamental aspects of reality because we 

 have been so long fixated on language, and on theorizing language as separate from, 

 standing in for, or constituting the material. As Karan Barad brazenly declares, “language 

 has been granted too much power” and “the only thing that doesn’t seem to matter 

 anymore is matter.” (Holland, Moral Worlds 115)  

 This renewed interest in the material aspects of human experience after a few decades of 

the focus on the immaterial areas of life characteristic of the linguistic turn is, however, different 

from the previous or pre-poststructural versions of materialism. The difference lies in a more 

balanced approach to the question of language and matter, or immaterial and material realms: 

instead of prioritizing matter over discourse, the thrust of “new materialism” is to seek a balance 

between ontology and epistemology as they relate to their roles in shaping human experience. 

Diana Coole and Samantha Frost explain new materialism’s framework in their introduction to 

New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics (2010); according to these two authors, new 

materialism relies on the proposition that the “discursive and material forms are inextricable yet 

irreducible and material structures are simultaneously over- and underdetermined” (27). They 

argue that since these forms are inextricably connected and yet fundamentally different, new 

materialism can be seen as a movement which seeks to re-connect the word and the world, or the 

material and the discursive layers of human experience:  

 It is entirely possible, then, to accept social constructionist arguments while also insisting 

 that the material realm is irreducible to culture or discourse and that cultural artifacts are 

 not arbitrary vis-à-vis nature. Even as the most prosaic or carnal lifeworld unfolds within 

 a socially constructed milieu, it does not follow that a) material objects or structures are 
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 devoid of efficacy in the way they affect either our moods or well-being, or our concepts 

 and theories, b) matter is without recalcitrance or directedness in its own brutish way, or 

 c) acknowledging nondiscursive material efficacy is equivalent to espousing a 

 metaphysical claim regarding the Real as ultimate truth. For critical materialists, society 

 is simultaneously materially real and socially constructed: our material lives are always 

 culturally mediated, but they are not only cultural. As in new materialist ontologies, 

 the challenge here is to give materiality its due while recognizing its plural 

 dimensions and its complex, contingent modes of appearing. (Coole and Frost 27) 

This passage describes the developments in contemporary Anglo-American fiction that have 

been labelled as part of the “postmodernism, then” narrative and which can be united under the 

theme of a desire to restore a balance between epistemology and ontology, to see them both as 

equally consequential planes along which human experience unfolds. Smith’s On Beauty 

participates in this revival of interest in the material aspects of human experience after 

postmodernism: just like new materialisms in the social sciences, the novel connects “ontological 

and metaphysical questions with their ethical and political correlates and implications” (Coole 

and Frost 37). In particular, Smith’s novel illustrates the problem of divorcing language from 

matter in respect to the questions of social justice, especially as related to multiculturalism and 

race, but also within the realm of personal relationships. In other words, Smith’s attempt to 

illustrate the importance of reconnecting the word with the world is conducted both on public 

and personal levels, thus placing her work in the tradition of realist literature which has always 

been concerned with capturing totality: “[t]his includes everyday social practices, language, 

modes of subjectivity, structures of identity, as well as educational, medical, economic and other 

modern institutions and geopolitical and world historical events and structures (that is, global 
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capitalism and its many historical and local manifestations)” (Martin 581). As such, using this 

supplemental designation, “material realism,” on top of “postmodern realism” allows me to 

underscore Smith’s emphasis on re-inclusion of the material in literature following the 

dominance of the postmodern focus on the immaterial.  

 The relationship between language and matter, or the immaterial vs. material realm, is a 

theme which Smith explores from the very beginning of her novel. The book’s first chapter 

consists almost entirely of—except for the opening sentence, “One may as well begin with 

Jerome’s e-mails to his father” (Smith 3)—a collection of one character’s emails to another. This 

signals from the outset of the text the dialectic along which Smith’s novel will unfold: the 

contemporary experience of simultaneously existing, working, and connecting with the world in 

the immaterial realm (email, digital spaces) as well as in the material one (retrieving the 

information on a material device via the physical sense of sight).35 In this respect, then, Smith’s 

novel is similar to the types of materialist writing which incorporate real world artifacts in their 

pages in that just like them, Smith’s novel communicates from its outset the importance of 

“‘documents’ and texts’ abilities to act, like things, on the world” (Holland, Moral Worlds 110). 

Especially taking into consideration the fact that Jerome’s emails elicit a set of materially 

consequential actions and events for Smith’s plot, this way of beginning her text underscores the 

intrinsic relationship between the immaterial and the material aspects of the world. However, 

instead of underscoring this relationship through a continuous typographical experimentation to 

draw reader’s “attention to the physical properties of printed texts as works of art, as things in the 

world, rather than allowing literature to become synonymous with transparent textuality” 

 
35 Of course, the world has always consisted of these two spheres; my argument here is that due to the widespread 

use of the Internet since the early 1990s and its growing popularity ever since, this immaterial plane of existence is 

now more consequential for the life in the physical realm than it has been before.  
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(Holland, Moral Worlds 103), Smith chooses to develop this dialectic via the content of her 

novel. In this way, On Beauty deviates from the heavily signification-centered fiction of 

poststructural and postmodernist tradition which focused heavily on the forms of language and 

how they generate meaning. Language, in Smith’s novel, is a way into the realm of the material 

world within which confines even the most abstract ideas and dilemmas are played out; in 

Holland’s words, in reverse fashion when compared to “the theories of social construction of 

subjectivity that define the academic 1990s,” the post-postmodernist novels or postmodern 

realisms, while still interested in the questions of signification, demonstrate that “however 

abstract these dilemmas of identity, language, and knowledge are . . . the material world remains 

the site where we can best investigate those dilemmas” (Holland, Moral Worlds 103). 

 Smith’s use of the novel’s traditional realist form instead of communicating the renewed 

interest in the empirical and the material via formal experimentation is also significant for the 

reading of her text as post-postmodern as well as indebted to the tradition of the social novel. 

This is so because, as Randi Saloman notes, “Smith chooses an Edwardian, pre-Ulysses, pre-Mrs. 

Dalloway modernism as the foundation for her story [E.M. Forster’s Howards End]. She is not 

focusing on the stylistic experimentation so often associated with high modernism. . . . As a 

result, Smith’s political concerns can take centre stage here. Her adaption of Forster adds to 

contemporary metamodernism [contemporary literature which “builds on” rather than “tear[s] 

down its precursor” (Saloman 692)] by forging techniques for ethical inquiry” (693). Lee 

Konstantinou coins the label “storytelling neorealist” to describe a style of writing which returns 

to traditional aesthetics and techniques of realist fiction and which is critical of some aspects of 

the postmodernist thought and its literary amethods: 
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 Storytelling neorealism is the literary tendency most often associated with claims that 

 realism enjoyed a renaissance during the 2000s. Writers of storytelling neorealism 

 understand realism to be a convention of fictional discourse. Such writers defend the 

 artistic merit and power of realist conventions and do not necessarily dispute the claim 

 that our techno-social or political-economic reality has, in some sense, become 

 postmodern. Instead, they dispute the dominant dispositions associated with 

 postmodernism, hoping to overcome the critical, skeptical, or depressive ethos 

 postmodernist thought and fiction allegedly engender. (“Neorealist Fiction” 111-12; 

 emphasis added)    

Konstantinou explicitly mentions Smith’s On Beauty as well as the works of Jonathan Franzen, 

Jeffrey Eugenides, and Jonathan Lethem as examples of this kind of fiction.36 For the purposes 

of my present discussion, Konstantinou’s definition of this genre is important in two ways: first, 

he acknowledges that Smith’s work participates in the revival of realism in recent Anglo-

American fiction; second, the general ethos of the genre as anti- or at least critical of 

postmodernism gives validity to my claim that Smith’s work participates in the “postmodernism, 

then” narrative.37 Smith’s criticism of postmodernism revolves exactly around the postmodernist 

ethos as described by Konstantinou: in On Beauty, the roots of such an ethos are derived from 

social constructivism which posits language and discourse as the only realm of consequence in 

human experience. The characters who embody this ethos are shown as disconnected from real-

 
36 Smith has herself acknowledged that she leans towards traditional form over experimental ones in a 2005 

interview with Charlie Rose, see minutes 13:30-14:10, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=IiZf4ZixgQQ&t=896s&ab_channel=RemembranceofThingsPast.     
37 Of course, Konstantinou is not the only critic calling Smith’s work realist. The British critic James Wood has 

famously criticized Smith’s first novel, White Teeth as a type of “hysteric realism”: he coined this phrase to 

“describe what he considered to be a literary mode/genre characterized by a strong contrast between the absurd, 

prolix prose and the action of the novel, or between the characters’ description and the attentive, detailed 

examination of the specific social phenomena” (Al-Gareeb 13).  
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world considerations which, in turn, not only leads to their own downfall but also contributes to 

the real-world suffering of other characters. At the same time, the characters who recognize the 

interrelated nature of the world, the necessity of the connection between discourse and its real-

world referents, are portrayed as the ethical center of her work. On Beauty is a work of fiction 

which tries to move beyond the postmodernist ethos of social constructivism and return to a 

more equitable distribution of power and influence between language and matter as they relate to 

human experience.  

 

“We refuse to be each other”—the pitfalls of postmodern solipsism   

 

 Smith chooses to organize her novel around the conflict between two academics, Howard 

Belsey and Monty Kipps. At first glance, the two men are exact opposites: Howard is a white 

Englishman living in America, Monty is a black Trinidadian living in England; Howard is a 

liberal, Monty a conservative; Howard is an atheist, Monty is a Christian. At first glance, the 

only thing connecting the two characters is their research topic: Rembrandt and his art. Even in 

this respect, however, Smith differentiates between the two men: while Monty Kipps writes and 

publishes a highly successful book about Rembrandt, Howard is struggling with his own 

manuscript which remains incomplete and unpublished throughout the text of the novel. Both 

men present themselves as highly rational, sophisticated individuals and their conflict is 

supposed to be of the same impersonal nature. However, the novel depicts the disagreement in 

much less intellectual terms. At one point, Howard is reminiscing about his academic critique of 

one of Kipps’s articles on Rembrandt which Kipps unequivocally proved to be unsubstantiated. 

Howard describes the incident the following way: “He had been going through an extremely 

difficult time personally and had let his guard down. Monty saw his chance and took it. Howard 
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would have done the same. To enact with one sudden tug (like a boy removing his friend’s shorts 

in front of the opposing team) a complete exposure, a cataclysmic embarrassment—this was one 

of the purest academic pleasures” (Smith 29). The intellectual happening is framed in terms of 

juvenile teasing; the personal is also brought to bear on the issue which, ideally, should not have 

any bearing on one’s professional actions; the entire incident, in short, is quite reminiscent of a 

petty quarrelling between two teenage boys. Smith extends this critique towards the entirety of 

academia: personal embarrassment via a criticism of professional work is depicted as academic 

an act as can be. More importantly, the incident is described in strikingly physical terms drawing 

the reader’s attention to the fact that even the most intellectual actions in life can impact the 

physical realm; whenever Howard thinks of Kipps’s “takedown,” he experiences it as a physical 

burden: “These were Monty Kipps’s sentences. Three months on they clanged, they stung, and 

sometimes they even seemed to have an actual weight—the thought of them made Howard’s 

shoulders roll forward and down as if someone had snuck behind and laden him with a backpack 

filled with stones” (28-29); and, resorting to another materiality-based metaphor: “In front of the 

entire academic community Howard had picked up some rope and hanged himself” (29).  

 Smith continues to develop this theme of the relationship between the word and the 

world, or the immaterial and material reality as they relate to human experience by underscoring 

the significance of corporeality—a crucial element for the new materialist theory of politics or 

agency (Coole and Frost 2)—in both Howard’s and Monty’s lives. While the intellectual 

disagreements described above clearly have rather more basic impulses behind them, both men 

are driven by their basic instincts to even more materially consequential acts. Both Howard and 

Monty have extramarital affairs. This is despite the fact that throughout the novel, Monty Kipps 

is represented as a rather uncompromisingly principled individual: a kind of Bible-thumper 
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involved in many different charities. His conservative politics are based on the principle of 

personal responsibility as an overarching virtue. And yet, this publicly coveted image appears to 

not be reflective of Monty’s private self. While he claims that human life should “conform to the 

Book” and is “scandalized” by his wife’s suggestion that “life must come first over the Book” 

(178), it is clear that when it comes to bodily pleasures, he is willing to forsake this sentiment. In 

the very conversation in which he scolds his wife, Carlene, for stating that the Bible should not 

be an absolutist template for human life, he is also revealed to violate this very precept by 

continuing to be close friends with a homosexual man: “‘Of course Monty’s always been very 

harsh on the subject—until James. . . . It made Monty think again, yes, it did. And Monty hates 

to think again . . . But I knew Monty likes James’s conversation—not to mention his cigars—a 

little too much . . . I see they still like to spend an evening together with a cigar” (178). More 

importantly, later in the novel Monty is revealed to be even more consequentially deviating from 

his publicly held Christian principles. For one, he chooses not to respect Carlene’s postmortem 

will to give away one of her valuable paintings to Kiki. Secondly, he abuses his position of 

power as an influential academic and a Church donor in that he engages in an affair with a 

socially and economically underprivileged student of his, Chantelle. Chantelle is a Wellington 

student, the university at which both Howard and Monty work, but only due to the university’s 

liberal policy of allowing students with no financial means to pay for the steep tuition to attend 

some of its classes free of charge. When the relationship becomes inconvenient due to the 

reasons which are not clearly stated in the novel, Monty drives toward revoking the policy so 

that Chantelle is no longer allowed to study at Wellington College.  

 Howard is unfaithful to his wife, Kiki, twice in the text of the novel. First, he engages in 

an affair with his colleague, Claire. Later in the text, he enters yet another extramarital 
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relationship, this time with his undergraduate student, Monty Kipps’s adolescent daughter, 

Victoria. Both affairs are short-lived, but they reveal a side of Howard’s which is the opposite of 

his public persona. His profession as an academic signals a level of sophistication and abstract 

thinking which is in conflict with his personal conduct, driven much more by the material agency 

of his corporeality. Furthermore, although Howard is a professor of fine arts, he “hates all 

representational painting” (18); instead, as we learn from his daughter, Zora, he is interested in 

“conceptual art” (114) and due to that, as Kiki reveals later, this means that the house is devoid 

of any paintings of “human beings” (175). This narrative fact can be interpreted as just another 

method in which Howard resists or downplays the material or bodily layer of existence. This 

refusal to see himself as driven by his physical instincts is in fact acknowledged by Kiki, during 

one of the couple’s arguments over Howard’s infidelity:  

  “Why did you fuck Claire Malcolm?” 

  “Bloody hell, Keeks, please—” 

  “Sorry, is that too obvious? Does that offend your sensibility, Howard?” 

  “No. Of course not—don’t be so fatuous . . . It’s obviously painful for me to try to 

  . . . explain something so banal, in a way—”  

  “Oh, I’m so sorry your dick offends your intellectual sensibilities. It must be 

 terrible. There’s your subtle, wonderful, intricate brain and all the time it turns out your 

 dick is a vulgar, stupid little prick. That must be a real bitch for you!”  

 . . . 

  “I don’t want to have this conversation on this level, I really don’t. It’s puerile. 

 It’s beneath you—it’s beneath me.” 
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  “There you go again. Howard, you should talk to your cock so the two of you are 

 singing from the same hymn book. Your cock is beneath you. Literally.” 

 . . . 

  “Why can’t you tell me the truth?” 

 . . .  

  “It’s true that men—they respond to beauty . . . it doesn’t end for them, this . . . 

 this concern with beauty as a physical actuality in the world—and that’s clearly 

 imprisoning and it infantilizes . . . but it’s true and . . . I don’t know how else to explain 

 what—” 

 . . .  

  “I’m not interested in your aesthetic theories. Save them for Claire. She loves 

 them. . . You think there’s some great philosophical I-don’t-fucking-know-what because 

 you can’t keep your dick in your pants?” (205, 207-8) 

Of course, this is a highly emotionally charged conversation and Kiki’s words might seem only 

as a means to offend and anger Howard; however, her way of describing the battle between the 

two instincts which seem to be pulling her husband in two very different directions is an apt 

illustration of my point here. Howard appears to want to justify his infidelity as a much more 

theoretically or aesthetically driven action and by doing so sidesteps the crude physical instincts 

which lie at bottom. Kiki, in turn, wants him to recognize that using a sophisticated framework to 

justify his behavior does not nullify the fact that his physicality is marking the world in a way 

which cannot be confined to the theoretical or aesthetic layer of existence. Later on in the novel, 

at the moment of yet another heated exchange between these two characters, Kiki makes this 

point even clearer: 



 

 

164 

  “[I]t’s like after 9/11 when you send that ridiculous e-mail around to everybody 

 about Baudry, Bodra—” 

  “Baudrillard. He’s a philosopher. His name is Baudrillard.” 

  “About simulated wars or whatever the fuck that was . . . And I was thinking: 

 What is wrong with this man? I was ashamed of you. I didn’t say anything, but I was. 

 Howard,” she said, reaching out to him but not far enough to touch, “this is real. This 

 life. We’re really here—this is really happening. Suffering is real. When you hurt people, 

 it’s real. When you fuck one of our best friends, that’s a real thing and it hurts me.” 

 Kiki collapsed into the couch and started to weep. (394) 

The proliferation of the word “real” in Kiki’s complaint underscores the issue she sees with 

Howard’s overly intellectual, discursive and abstract approach to reality: it leads to discounting 

the material or situated dimension of people’s actions and, as a consequence, to rendering them 

inconsequential or banal—in fact, in the first conversation with Kiki quoted above, “banal” is 

how Howard describes his act of infidelity. This constant foregrounding of materiality as the 

“real” in the context of Howard’s infidelity is consistent with this chapter’s claim that Smith is 

participating in the “new materialism” turn in literature. In fact, in her essay on new kinds of 

realisms in the Anglo-American novel, “Two Directions for the Novel,” Smith explicitly 

acknowledges the importance of materiality in contemporary prose; contrasting Joseph O’Neill 

Netherland (2008) with Tom McCarthy’s Remainder (2005) and labelling the latter “one of the 

great English novels of the past ten years” (94), she says: “In Netherland cricket symbolizes the 

triumph of the symbol over brute fact (cricket as the deferred promise of the American Dream). 

In Remainder cricket is pure facticity, which keeps coming at you, carrying death, leaving its 

mark. Everything must leave a mark. Everything has a material reality. Everything happens in 
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space” (Smith, “Two Directions,” 95). In On Beauty, Smith appears to be telling us, the body, 

with its biological or instinctive needs and desires, is an indisputable fact of the world which 

leaves its mark on it and the people inhabiting that world.   

 Howard and Monty are the characters in the novel who, as the epigraph to the first part of 

the book states, “refuse to be each other.” Smith illustrates how much of this refusal is a rather 

pointless f(l)ight: in the end, both characters are shown to be much more alike than the discursive 

boundaries they erect to differentiate themselves from each other would have us (and them) 

believe. These differences are shown to be mere opportunistic posturing: while on the surface, 

Howard and Monty occupy two extreme sides of the spectrum of ethnicity, politics, and culture, 

in fact, their lives are much more akin due to the common human condition of bodily reality and 

its own agency. The titles of the three sections of the book in fact encapsulate this thesis. The 

first part is entitled simply “Kipps and Belsey” and it serves to introduce us to the characters 

along with their proclaimed differences; the second part, “The Anatomy Lesson,” peels off most 

of the falsity or superficiality of their discursive claims of difference while revealing common 

empirical grounds between the two men; the third and final part, “On Beauty and Being Wrong,” 

deals out “punishments,” as it were, to both Howard and Monty and allows the reader to see the 

pitfalls of their overemphasis on the differences between one another, but also between the world 

and the word, the material and the immaterial. In her 2012 piece “On Beauty as Beautiful? The 

Problem of Novelistic Aesthetics by Way of Zadie Smith,” published in Contemporary 

Literature’s series entitled, “Fiction Since 2000: Post Millennial Commitments,” Dorothy Hale 

muses on the meaning of this intertextual title: Smith borrows the title for her novel’s last part 

from one of the chapters from Elaine Scarry’s 1999 book On Beauty and Being Just. Hale 

wonders whether this is because Smith is “moving away, perhaps, from Scarry’s emphasis on the 
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connection between beauty and justice and emphasizing instead the connection between beauty 

and human fallibility” (814). Hale’s larger argument relies on the idea that Smith uses On Beauty 

to discuss the issue of the social vs. aesthetic value of the novel. In this light, it is possible to see 

Howard’s and Monty’s stories as a commentary on “being wrong” for embracing such 

dichotomy in life and in art: historically, literary projects which privilege the aesthetic form 

neglect the social dimensions of the novel, thus, more often than not, rendering the text socially 

irrelevant.38 Postmodern realism, however, is intent to have both of these dimensions as part of 

its substance; as such, Smith’s novel’s story world communicates a need for a greater unity 

between aesthetics and life, as well as the social value of the novel, if one wants to avoid being 

wrong, like Howard or Monty.   

 In this way, the downward trajectory of Howard’s character as a whole—Howard goes 

from cheating on Kiki with their mutual friend through engaging in a sexual relationship with his 

barely adolescent student to Kiki’s filing for divorce and Howard leaving on a “forced 

sabbatical” (435)—can be read as Smith’s dramatization of the cultural and academic path of the 

radical claims of the linguistic turn, among them Baudrillard’s own theories of hyperreality 

which focused so heavily on the linguistic and discursive layers of existence that material reality 

became inconsequential. Smith seems to agree here with the new materialism movement that to 

see the immaterial or the discursive as both constitutive and descriptive of reality that human 

beings inhabit is a socially irresponsible act (Coole and Forst 2). In particular, the passage quoted 

above, in which Kiki criticizes Howard’s use of Baudrillard’s theory to discuss the 9/11 attacks, 

 
38 Dorothy Hale argues that Smith’s novel’s title draws on the topic of the relationship between the novel’s social 

function and its status as a beautiful object: “To admire the novel as form is to risk trivializing or objectifying the 

social alterity that the novel claims as a primary ethical, social, and political good. In the history of the Anglo-

American novel, the genre was so much associated with its social content and ethical effects that it wasn’t until the 

turn to the twentieth century that Anglo-American novelists began to regard the novel as having a literary form” 

(817). 
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communicates a sense in which putting the intellectual or the abstract on a pedestal in relation to 

the physical and empirical produces callous personalities and behaviors. Smith echoes here some 

of the recent criticism of postmodernism-associated, poststructuralist method of discursive 

analysis of social reality; as Deborah C. Bowen argues in her book Stories of the Middle Space: 

Reading the Ethics in Postmodern (2010), the last three decades have seen a significant change 

in approach to the poststructuralist methodology, its assumptions, and its potential consequences: 

 With the development of literary modernism and then postmodernism, conventional 

 realism fell into critical disrepute, identified as it had been with the Enlightenment view 

 of truth as discoverable by the individual through the senses and with a belief in language 

 as transparently mimetic of the real. But in the last three decades there has been a further 

 swing of the pendulum: criticism energized by political and social concerns has 

 recognized the danger of destroying the social accountability of literature along with what 

 are perceived as the methods and metanarratives of a discredited and oppressive liberal 

 humanism. In assaulting the unified subject, for instance, poststructuralist discourse was 

 felt by some to be in danger of erasing the subject of history. At its most extreme, such 

 criticism sounds like this: “If one adopts, in a cavalier and single-minded fashion, the 

 view that everything is discourse or text or fiction, the realia [actual events and 

 physicalities] are trivialized. Real people who really died in the gas chambers at 

 Auschwitz or Treblinka become so much discourse” (Megill 345). If difference becomes 

 merely a formal category with no empirical and historical existence, then this 

 literalization of Derrida’s “nothing outside of the text” enacts just that misreading of 

 which Derrida himself warned, and creates a disempowering “loss of affect.” And so 

 realism has become a focus of reassessment. (51) 
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In Smith’s novel, Howard is shown, at multiple times in the narrative, to represent this kind of 

loss of affect. Kiki, on the other hand, acts as a foil to his socially irresponsible behaviors in her 

focus on empirically “real” or felt consequences of his actions. In another heated exchange, Kiki 

criticizes Howard’s disaffected ethos which, in turn, is consistent with the postmodernist ethos of 

nihilism and irony: 

  “[Y]ou’re terrified of anyone who believes anything—look how you treat 

 Jerome—you  can’t even look at him, because you know he’s a Christian now—we both 

 know it—we  never talk about it. Why? You just make jokes about it, but it’s not 

 funny—it’s not funny to him—and it just seems like you used to have some idea of what 

 you . . . I don’t know . . . what you believed and what you loved and now you’re just 

 this—” 

 . . .  

  “It’s all the same thing, I’ve been thinking about all of this—it’s part of the same  

 . . .  just, veil of doom that’s descended on this house—we can’t talk about anything 

 seriously, everything’s ironic, nothing’s serious—everyone’s scared to speak in case you 

 think it’s clichéd or dull—you’re like the thought police.” (393) 

That Howard’s ethos is described in such clearly postmodernism-associated terms is further 

evidence for my argument that Smith’s goal is to foreground the pernicious effects of the 

postmodernist disposition toward (the possibility of) communal existence. As Kiki sees it, 

Howard’s disposition is nihilistic and alienating, making it impossible to connect with one 

another on any serious, or perhaps one may say sincere, level. The fact that it is Jerome in 

particular who Kiki mentions as the person Howard is most, as she puts it, “terrified of” is also 

significant. This is so because Howard and Jerome can be read as models of an ethos reflective 
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of postmodernism and post-postmodernism, respectively, and because in light of Howard’s 

character’s downward trajectory, it is clear where Smith’s sympathies lie.  

 In his influential analysis of the importance of irony in postmodernist and post-

postmodernist American prose fiction, Cool Characters (2016), Lee Konstantinou offers a 

taxonomy of characterological types deployed by “postironist” writers—a generation of writer-

critics who “were educated in critical theory, and have subsequently attempted to confront its 

troubling implications” (Konstantinou 4)—two of which, the ironist and the believer, are 

consistent with the characters of Howard and Jerome, respectively. Konstantinou writes that the 

former emerges in postwar American society as the “Ur-ironist” (51) who uses this rhetorical 

device as his “primary attitudinal weapon in his war against mainstream conformity and square 

life” (52-53). Interestingly, such initial non-conformist, Bohemian figures were those who 

harmonized with “emerging white-collar fantasies of professional labor at midcentury,” who 

began seeing themselves as doing a “unique kind of knowledge work, who imagined themselves 

as manipulators not of information but of meaning” (53). They stand together, Konstantinou 

writes, “[t]he postwar modernist poet-critic and the hipster,” both figures “ironic, knowing, 

witting—against technocratic society, mass consumerism, and white-collar (not to mention 

white) conformity. The postwar hipster thus fused a specific social ontology (society as the arena 

of symbolic struggle), a hermeneutic strategy (close reading), and a normative attitude (irony)” 

(54).  

 Howard Belsey is a perfect dramatization of this characterological type: he has a 

“profound fear” of technology-related “carcinogens,” which means that he “checked food labels 

for Diethylstilbestrol; abhorred microwaves; had never owned a cellphone”; he is equally 

dismissive of mass consumerism: as Zora says, he has a “totally extreme taste in art—like most 
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of the pieces we own, we can’t really show in the house. He’s into the whole evisceration theory, 

you know—like art should rip your fucking guts out” (114), and on another occasion, Kiki 

remembers how when she took him to Central Park when John Lennon died and wept herself 

while “the crowd sang “All You Need is Love,” Howard “ranted bitterly about Milgram and 

mass psychosis” (174); finally, and perhaps most ironically of all, he is dismissive of “white-

collar (not to mention white) conformity”: we learn that his first pieces of criticism concerned 

Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista, which has been described as an avant-garde and “ultimate 

anti-art gesture” (Gee para. 4), and the college course he teaches, “for the sixth year in a row” 

focuses on teaching his students that “Art is the Western myth” via “recast[ing] Aesthetics as a 

rarefied language of exclusion and dethroning Rembrandt as visual art’s genius and presenting 

him instead as a ‘merely competent artisan who painted whatever his wealthy patrons 

requested’” (155). This cynicism about art translates into a broader stance of cynical 

disillusionment; as LeeAnn Derdeyn writes in her article, “‘It’s all Interconnected’: Naming as 

Representational Affirmative Action and Character Development in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty,” 

Howard’s constant denigration of the “meta-concepts such as beauty, art, belief” results in him 

becoming as “hollow and empty” as he sees these concepts to be and, as a result, he also treats 

other people in a similarly superficial way, as if they too had no substance (928-9).  

 Konstantinou’s believer, on the other hand, is a “characterological counterpart to the 

incredulous ironist” (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 169), someone who “knows that there’s no 

ontological ground for his faith, but he paradoxically needs to pray anyway, to live as a believer, 

in order to render life livable” (Konstantinou 166). He is someone who advocates for a “stance of 

nonnaïve noncynicism” (174) as well as an “ethos of belief as a solution to the problem of 

postmodern irony” (193). Smith’s Jerome is a character who rather closely fits this 
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characterological type: in Kiki’s words, “[h]e was temperamentally, traditionally, the mildest of 

her children, the one she had always felt closest to” (59); he is “ever the peacemaker” and 

organizes the Mozart concert outing, at which he is the only family member who is so moved by 

the music that he is crying, his tears “silent and plentiful” (70); and at another occasion when an 

American singer, Jeff Buckley dies, “Jerome had wept: the tears you cry for someone whom you 

never met who made something beautiful that you loved“ (174); finally, he is a college-age boy 

for whom spring break does not mean “Cancún, or Florida, or Europe” but, instead, coming back 

home to see his family (399). At the same time, while in Konstantinou’s taxonomy the ethos of 

his postironic believer is based on the “emptiness of the proposed postironic belief” (174), 

Smith’s Jerome is a Christian. However, Smith makes it clear that Jerome’s choice to become 

part of an organized religion is a means by which he can make his life livable, considering his 

family’s, and especially his father’s, vis-à-vis his own sensibilities. Additionally, Smith tells the 

reader that, for Jerome, genuine or noncynical interpersonal connection is the ground on which 

his belief is based which, in Konstantinou’s study, is also the foundation of the postironic belief 

in the prose of David Foster Wallace (168). In other words, and as far as the text of the novel is 

concerned, for Jerome it is not so much the content of the Christian faith that turns him into a 

“believer,” but rather the kind of respite that it provides from his disenchanted, ironic, secular 

postmodernist father, Howard. Jerome writes in his emails which open the book:  

 [S]he’s [Carlene Kipps] helping me with prayer. She really knows how to pray—and it’s 

 very cool to be able to pray without someone in your family coming into the room and (a) 

 passing wind (b) shouting (c) analysing the “phoney metaphysics” of prayer (d) singing 

 loudly (e) laughing. So that’s Carlene Kipps. Tell Mom that she bakes. . . . Now, listen to 

 this next bit carefully: in the morning THE WHOLE KIPPS FAMILY have breakfast 
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 together and a conversation TOGETHER and then get into a car TOGETHER (are you 

 taking notes?) . . . I never met a family who wanted to spend so much time with each 

 other. . . .  

 It was really kind of lovely, the singing and the train coming above the ground and then 

 walking through the wet back to this beautiful house and a curried chicken home-cooked 

 meal. But I can see your face as I type this, so I’ll stop. (4,6) 

The narrative voice makes Jerome’s believing or postironic stance even more clearly embedded 

in the deep and uncynical view of intersubjective connection:  

 Jerome had fallen in love with a family. He felt he couldn’t tell his own family this fact; 

 it was easier for them to believe that last year was Jerome’s “romantic fuck-up” or—more 

 pleasingly to the Belsey mentality—his “flirtation with Christianity.” How could he 

 explain how pleasurable it had truly been to give himself up to the Kippses? It was a kind 

 of blissful un-selfing; a summer of un-Belsey. (44)  

Instead of the radical solipsism or the fundamental alienation of the subject characteristic of 

postmodern theory and literature, Jerome experiences and becomes greatly affected by a model 

of life in which people can forge relationships based on open and self-erasing forms of 

interpersonal connection. This is clearly a kind of being in the world which Jerome does not see 

in his father’s disposition: he comments on Howard’s infidelity by claiming “He only ever thinks 

of himself. He doesn’t care who he hurts” (59). At the same time, Konstantinou writes that 

Smith’s own comic tone when describing some aspects of Jerome’s admiration for the Kippses, 

such as “hear[ing] that Equality was a myth, and Multiculturalism a fatuous dream” (Smith 44), 

is supposed to satirize the boy’s “neoconservative conversion” (Konstantinou, Cool Characters 
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2). But, and this is also something Konstantinou notes, this satire is in no way unambiguous, 

leaving the reader uneasy instead (4).  

 Monty might be an unlikable character, for reasons which I will explore later, but suffice 

it to say at this point that while his political views are at odds with the politically liberal Belsey 

family as well as the academic community of the town of Wellington, he is appealing to multiple 

characters in the book because of his ability to be a believer. Konstantinou writes that On Beauty 

uses the characters of Howard and Monty to stage an allegory on the question of “who will 

inherit the estate of liberal arts” (2): will it (continue) to be the theory-minded who embrace 

“modernist impersonality, postmodernist skepticism, postcolonial interpretative values, 

poststructuralist claims about the death of the author” (2) or, will it be the camp which—

although neither Konstantinou nor Smith label it this way—embraces all the values associated 

with the post-postmodernist movement in literature, “authenticity, character, emotional 

education, ethics, and ‘non-cynical truth-seeking’” (2)? The answer is in no way straightforward 

since both Howard and Monty are revealed at the end of the text to be less than principled and 

quite defeated, but the direction of the answer seems to be in the latter’s favor. This is especially 

due to the fact that in terms of the appeal of his disposition toward the world, it is Monty rather 

than Howard who emerges victorious: at the beginning of the novel, as Konstantinou notes, 

Howard, an “untenured poststructuralist Rembrandt scholar, is losing a war for his son’s 

affections” (Konstantinou 2) to Monty, but, in fact, Howard also loses this very same battle when 

it comes to his mistress, Claire and his wife, Kiki. Both women are fascinated by Monty’s 

confidence in his views: Claire says, “He’s so compelling . . . Like what they say about 

Clinton—charisma overdose. . . . I am so fascinated by him . . . See how he works the room? 

He’s everywhere, somehow” (Smith 119). In a similar fashion, Kiki finds Monty appealing as 
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someone who is confident in his ideas and beliefs and juxtaposes this disposition with Howard’s, 

“You know, Howard, all you ever do is rip into everybody else. You don’t have any beliefs—

that’s why you’re scared of people with beliefs, people who have dedicated themselves to 

something, to an idea” (392). Howard, who stands for poststructuralist theory, ironic distance, 

cynicism—in short, for postmodernism—is losing the battle against Monty who, although he is, 

as Kiki puts it, a “nutcase half the time” (393), warrants admiration for his capacity to believe in 

the reality and power of commitment to his words. As such he stands for, as it were, the 

postironic or post-postmodernist movement in liberal arts, literature included. 

 Using these two types from Konstantinou’s taxonomy to construct her characters is yet 

another piece of evidence in support of my argument that Smith, along with other “aspiring post-

postmodernist writer[s],” does not so much reject postmodernism as is “broadly uneasy with this 

inheritance” (Konstantinou 3). Just like Didion’s and Wallace’s, Smith’s writing does not 

communicate a “straightforwardly anti-postmodernist stance” (Konstantinou 6), instead resorting 

to a “dialectical movement of resistance and incorporation” (Konstantinou 8) of its tools, 

including its arch tool of irony. At the same time, since Howard’s set of blunders and failures is 

one of the leading plotlines in the text, Smith can be seen as participating in a transformation of 

recent literature from postmodernist to post-postmodernist in that it does not reject irony per se, 

but rejects the “ironist and the postmodern skeptic as mental attitudes or character types, which 

they [postironic writer-critics] hope to supplant with better attitudes and types” (Konstantinou 

36). In keeping with the tradition of the social novel and her belief in the ethical role of literature, 

both of which bind Smith to the tradition of the realist novel of nineteenth century England, 

Smith fashions her characters after Konstantinou’s types to “transform the reader’s orientation 

toward the world” (44). This is consistent with Hale’s analysis of Smith’s literary program in On 
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Beauty discussed above: Smith belongs to the group of writers who espouse the view that “[t]o 

read a literary text a certain way (or to read the world as a special class of literary text) is . . . the 

prerequisite for becoming a certain kind of person” (44). In other words, Smith uses these 

models of two distinct types of ethos to enable the reader to see where they fall in their own 

orientation toward the world, but also to guide the reader’s transformation from the ironist 

skeptic to the postironic believer via the arc of Howard’s character’s fall.  

 

“A university is among the precious things that can be destroyed”–moving beyond the 

discourse of postmodern liberalism 

 
 Smith’s criticism of academia via the characters of Howard, and as I will discuss in this 

section, others associated with Wellington College, can be read as a broader criticism of the 

abstract and disconnected thinking characteristic of one socio-economically privileged stratum of 

the society—academia—as well as the linguistically-oriented postmodernist and poststructuralist 

method of social analysis. Dorothy Hale argues that Smith’s “comic rendering” of academia and 

academic debates implies Smith’s personal “skepticism about the quality of knowledge produced 

in such a setting” (824n10). At the same time, she suggests that On Beauty as a novel portrays 

such skepticism about the truth claims produced also within any other social discourse (824n10). 

Hale goes on to say that what redeems this academic or discursive mode of knowledge is its 

reappropriation by subjects who use it for other than solely theoretical purposes: 

 On Beauty shows how the ideas formulated and the values theorized in universities 

 become incorporated into the thoughts of other types of social subjects. A dying woman’s 

 belief in the wisdom to be found in poetry, for example, becomes a basis of discussion 

 that leads to a new female friendship. “An unanchored sentence” from his professor- 
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 father’s dry lecture becomes a way for his son to describe the sudden rush of beauty he 

 feels when he happens upon urban bootleggers setting up their DVD display. (824n10) 

I see both examples mentioned by Hale as evidence in support of my argument that Smith’s 

larger project in her novel dovetails with that of postmodern realism, i.e., to reconnect the word 

with the world, or the theoretical with the empirical, as the only method that produces 

meaningful truth claims in and about the reality of human experience. However, I will focus here 

only on Hale’s second example, as the first one pertains to the topic which I discuss in my 

conclusion.  

 The conversation between Howard and his youngest son, Levi, as well as its subsequent 

application, which Hale mentions in the passage above, illustrates both the pitfalls of applying 

theory to life in a way which does not take into account life’s practical constraints as well as how 

meaning emerges from the instances where discursive and empirical sides of knowledge come 

together. The initial conversation revolves around Levi’s complaint about his part-time 

workplace’s requirement that the employees work on the Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. 

Levi tells his father he feels strongly about not complying with the mandate, to which Howard 

responds with what Hale calls “dry lecture”: 

  “Well, if you really feel like that, then you need to get your fellow employees 

 together and implement some kind of direct action.” 

  “I don’t even know what that is.” 

 Over their toast and coffee, Levi’s father explained the principles of direct action as it 

 was practiced between 1970 and 1980 by Howard and his friends. He spoke at length 

 about someone called Gramsci and some people called the Situationists. Levi nodded 
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 quickly and regularly, as he had learned to do when his father made speeches of this kind. 

 He felt his eyelids tugging low and his spoon heavy in his hand. 

  “I don’t think that’s how things go down now,” Levi said at last, gently, not 

 wanting to disappoint his father, but needing to catch the bus. It was a nice enough story, 

 but it was making him late for work.” (181; emphasis added) 

Smith uses Levi’s high school age and her signature humorous tone to underscore the difference 

between two modes of living in and thinking about the world, i.e., theoretical and practical. The 

very last sentence of this passage illustrates the issue with the mode of knowledge which is 

ignorant of the practical implications of its claims: one can interpret this incident as a means to 

comment on the disconnection between people based on their work and, as such, financial 

circumstance, i.e., some people, Smith seems to be saying, can afford to dwell on abstract ideas 

without much need to heed mundane factors, such as public transportation’s schedule, while 

others are not in an equally materially comfortable position. To underscore the ineffectiveness of 

the kind of theoretical thinking which does not take into account its claims’ empirical 

affordances and constraints, Smith shows how Howard’s advice backfires against Levi.  When 

Levi gathers his coworkers for a meeting to discuss how they could protest the requirement, only 

“the white kids had showed up” (186), making it clear that their fellow African-American and 

Hispanic workers were too worried about losing their jobs if they disobeyed their employer’s 

mandate. Even the white workers who attend the meeting are uncomfortable with Levi’s plan to 

protest, reacting to Levi’s jokes with a “harassed, bullied laughter, as if Levi had reached into 

their throats and pulled it out” (188). Further, once the store manager, Baily, learns about Levi’s 

meeting, he joins it and puts an end to it by restating the official store policy: “This comes from 

above my head and it’s done. Can’t be changed. . . . [S]o if anybody here don’t like it, they are 
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more than welcome to leave their current employment” (190). While all the attendees oblige the 

mandate and return to work, Levi remains defiant, making fun of Bailey’s mispronouncing of the 

words “coup” and “coop” and calling the store policy “bullshit.” This results in practical 

consequences for Levi: Bailey scolds him in harsh terms, focusing on Levi’s privileged material 

circumstances which allow him to disobey and be disrespectful towards his employer:  

  “Don’t—act—like—a—nigger—with—me—Levi,” said Bailey in a whisper, 

 each word with a momentum of its own, like darts he was throwing at a target. “I see you, 

 acting up, trying to make me look stupid—thinking you’re all that, ‘cos you’re the only 

 brother any of these kids met in they whole lives. Let me tell you something. I know 

 where you’re from, brother.” 

  “What?” said Levi, his belly turning over after the shocking plummet invoked by  

 the strange word—like a speed bump in the sentence—never before said to him in anger.  

  … 

  “I know where you’re from. Those kids don’t know shit, but I know. They nice 

 suburban kids. They think anyone in a pair of baggy jeans is a gangsta. But you can’t fool 

 me. I know where you pretend to be from,” he said, his anger newly virulent, still holding 

 the door but leaning towards Levi. “Because that’s where I’m from—but you don’t see 

 me acting like a nigger. You better watch yourself, boy.” (191-2) 

This exchange compels Levi to quit his job. It is also a clear illustration of Howard’s theory’s 

ineffectiveness due to the very real, practical constraints: less privileged of Levi’s coworkers not 

only do not attend the meeting, but, in fact, some of them are happy to work during the holiday 

to earn “extra dollars” (184). The more abstract principles, such as fair treatment at work or 

worker solidarity, take a backseat, Smith tells the reader, if one deals with significant economic 



 

 

179 

scarcity. Further, Bailey’s comments on Levi’s behavior reveal the resentment of those of lower 

economic class toward those who are more financially secure and use that security to exert 

influence over others. Finally, Bailey’s dislike of Levi stems in part from the latter’s 

inauthenticity which Bailey sees as opportunism: on the one hand, Levi identifies himself with 

his underprivileged coworkers, on the other, due to his material circumstances, he acts in a way 

which is characteristic of those who can afford to lose an employment if it does not dovetail with 

their ideological leanings. The reasons behind Bailey’s resentment are perfectly encapsulated by 

a pithy phrase from R. Jay Magill Jr.’s 2012 study on the notion of sincerity, Sincerity: How a 

Moral Ideal Born Five Hundred Years Ago Inspired Religious Wars, Modern Art, Hipster Chic, 

and the Curious Notion that We All Have Something to Say (no Matter how Dull), i.e., “[i]t’s 

surely better to look working-class than actually to be it” (218) 

 A theory ignorant of the material conditions which it aims to describe and at times 

influence will remain toothless. Levi’s workplace story is a narrative dramatization of the 

material realism’s reorientation of its focus from the postmodernism-associated “cultural turn 

that privileges language, discourse, culture, and values” (Coole and Frost 3) and toward a 

“reopen[ing of] the issue of matter . . . to give material factors their due in shaping society and 

circumscribing human prospects” (Coole and Frost 3). At the same time, and to bring it back to 

Hale’s point according to which Howard’s theory-laden morning speech does, ultimately, 

become meaningful to Levi, Smith follows the unsuccessful application of theory to real life with 

a moment of connection between the abstract and the concrete. After Levi quits his job and 

aimlessly walks the streets of Boston, he encounters a group of Haitian street vendors. The 

Haitians look and behave differently from the people and the space that surrounds them; they 

“struck Levi as splendid beings, from quite another planet than the one he had been in only five 
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minutes ago—spring-footed, athletic, carelessly loud, coal-black, laughing, immune to the 

frowns of Bostonian ladies passing with their stupid little dogs” (194). Their presence and 

behavior remind Levi of the “unanchored sentence of Howard’s” mentioned by Hale and which 

“floating free of the tedious original context” (194) becomes finally meaningful to the teenager, 

as it finds its experiential reality referent. That the rather abstract sentence, “Situationists 

transform the urban landscape” (194), Hale argues, is used by the academic’s teenage son in this 

very context is Smith’s attempt to show “how the ideas formulated and the values theorized in 

universities become incorporated into the thoughts of other types of social subjects,” which, in 

turn, is part of Hale’s larger argument that the “truth claims produced within the academy are no 

better or worse than those produced within any other social discourse” (824n10). While this may 

well be true, it is also true that Hale admits that in On Beauty “Smith seems to be issuing a 

Foucauldian warning about the way discourses belonging to the ideologically elite cultivate 

social forgetfulness” (825). I would argue that Levi’s workplace incident is an example of 

thinking—both Howard’s and, at the time, Levi’s—that is, at best, socially ignorant, at worst, 

socially irresponsible; Levi’s application of his father’s academic language to a real world social 

referent, is, in turn, a narrative-level gesture of redemption, a means by which Smith opens the 

possibility of theory’s ability to articulate the meaning of lived experience.  

 But Smith continues her “trenchant critique of racial and economic disparities” (Batra 

1079) in an even more pointed manner by illustrating the ethical bankruptcy of the discourse of 

postmodern academic liberalism, especially as it is related to the question of social justice vis-à-

vis race and multiculturalism. Smith uses the story of Carl to conduct this critique—a poor 

African American adolescent who is initially informally accepted by the wealthy college 

community of Wellington only to be scapegoated at the end of the book as a criminal. While 
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Kanika Batra argues in her 2010 article, “Kipps, Belsey, and Jegede: Cosmopolitanism, 

Transnationalism, and Black Studies in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty” that Smith’s novel “discredits 

an institutionalized Black Studies” because it shows the discipline as “disconnected to social 

reality and actively participating in the perpetuation of social inequality” (1079), I posit that this 

criticism is actually directed at the liberal university in general and not the Black Studies in 

particular. In the reading that follows, I also underscore how this plotline serves Smith to build 

on her novel’s larger theme of the dialectic between the discursive realm of experience and 

material reality, the kind of dichotomy which corresponds to the emphasis within the discipline 

of Black Studies between the vernacular and the theoretical, i.e., the former standing for the 

“lived reality, social activism, and, more recently, popular culture” and the latter for “an analysis 

of the vernacular most evident in academic discourse” (Batra 1080). 

 The character of Carl Thomas is introduced early in the novel, on the occasion of the 

Belsey’s family attending of an open-to-the-public concert of Mozart’s Requiem performed on 

Boston Commons. Zora is seated next to Carl and upon leaving mistakes his discman for her 

own and takes it with her. Carl runs after Zora and, in the process of clarifying the mistake, 

makes acquaintance with the entire family, connecting especially with Levi on the grounds of 

their mutual interest in hip-hop. In a short and a rather awkward conversation with the Belseys 

just before parting ways, Carl tells the family about his work and interest in the genre of “Spoken 

Word” poetry; subsequently, Kiki invites the boy to hers and Howard’s wedding anniversary 

party so he can meet Claire Malcolm, Howard’s mistress, but also a family friend who teaches 

poetry at Wellington College and is known for admitting to her poetry course individuals whom 

she deems poetically talented, regardless of whether they are enrolled in the university or not. In 

the course of the novel, Carl does indeed join Claire’s class and then is given a job in the Black 
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Studies Department. Simultaneously, he becomes unwillingly embroiled in the university’s effort 

to make its resources available to less economically privileged individuals in the community, via 

upholding its affirmative action policies as well as continuing to allow Claire to practice her 

“selective admissions process” (160). Zora becomes Carl’s most devoted advocate, while Monty 

Kipps, a “staunch advocate of a black meritrocracy” (Batra 1083) who opposes affirmative 

action, becomes his biggest enemy.    

 While Claire Malcom’s motivations for offering Carl a seat in her class are rather well-

intentioned, i.e., she wants to help him “refine” (Smith 232) his talent and, as such, “this 

pedagogic relationship also indicates an attempted merging of the vernacular and the theoretical 

in which the attempt is to translate the former into the latter” (Batra 1083), the project fails at 

such “translation” due to an ultimate lack of Claire’s lacking commitment to help Carl in the face 

of real-world challenges. First, when Carl’s presence at Wellington is being threatened by Monty 

Kipps’s anti-affirmative action stance, she relegates her responsibility for the boy’s ability to stay 

in her class to her colleague, the Assistant Director of the Black Studies Department, Erskine 

Jegede; then, when Carlene Kipps’s painting is stolen from Monty Kipps’s Wellington office and 

Carl becomes the primary suspect, she abandons the boy completely, fearing legal repercussions 

for defending him in case he was in fact guilty (Smith 421-2). Despite Erskine Jegede’s 

important role in the Department of Black Studies, his commitment to Carl’s well-being is also 

quite superficial and certainly has nothing to do with the official narrative of the department’s 

role, i.e., supporting Black students’ access and achievements in the context of higher education. 

Instead, it is based purely on self-interest: 

 Erskine’s great talent—aside from his encyclopedic knowledge of African literature—lay 

 in making people feel far more important than they actually were. . . . He was skilled in 
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 the diverse arts of false flattery, empty deference and the appearance of respectful 

 attention. It might seem, when Erskine praised you or did you a professional favour, that 

 it was you who were benefitting. . . . Occasionally, however, Erskine came across 

 difficult souls whom he could not make happy. . . . When someone was determined to 

 destroy his peace and well-being, when they refused to either like him or to allow him to 

 live a quiet life he most desired, when they were, as in the case of Carl Thomas, giving 

 someone a headache who was in turn giving Erskine a headache, in situations like this, 

 Erskine, in his capacity as Assistant Director of the Black Studies Department, simply 

 gave them a job. He created a job where before there had been only floor space. Chief 

 Librarian of the African-American Music Library had been one such invented post. Hip-

 Hop Archivist was a natural progression. (Smith 371-2) 

Academic pretense and insincerity are on full display here; it is especially galling, perhaps, when 

one considers the stakes of this project, i.e., Carl Thomas’s access to higher education and, by 

extension, his later economic prosperity relative to his poorer origins. Batra writes that the 

passage indicates the “superfluity as well as the status quo nature of the department” (1083) as 

well as its “tenuous link between the social and the academic that, Smith suggests, characterize 

the discipline” (1082), especially in light of Carl’s story’s trajectory, as well as the fact that 

earlier in the novel Carl is barred from the Belseys’ party. The party hosted by Howard and Kiki, 

both self-proclaimed liberals, is a  

 typical  Wellington affair . . . The Black Studies Department’s graduate crowd were out in 

 full force, mostly because Erskine was well loved by them and they were, anyway, by far 

 the most socialized people at Wellington, priding themselves on their reputation for 

 being the closest replicas on campus to normal human beings. Along with large talk they 
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 had small talk; they had a Black Music Library in their department; they knew, and could 

 speak eloquently of, the latest trash television. (107; emphasis added) 

Batra correctly notes that “Carl’s spontaneous appearance at the party and unceremonious 

dismissal indicates the clash between the ‘vernacular’ and the ‘theoretical’” and that “[w]ell 

socialized though the department is and well aware of black popular culture, there are 

limits to the sociability that welcomes the “theoretical” engagement with blackness while 

rejecting any interaction with the kind of vernacular sociality represented by Carl” (1082). The 

fact of the matter is, however, that Carl is “unceremoniously dismissed” by Howard, and not 

Erskine or anyone else from the Black Studies Department and the scene is clearly marked by 

racial and class anxiety produced by the boy’s image: “Tall, pleased with himself, pretty, too 

pretty like a conman, sleeveless, tattooed, languid, muscled, a basketball under his arm, black. 

Howard kept hold of the half-open door” (Smith 105). It is not only the Black Studies 

Department, but the English Department as well, embodied by Howard and Claire Malcolm, 

which is characterized by a lack of any relationship between theoretical discourse and empirical 

reality.  

 Even Zora who is featured as Carl’s most fierce advocate at Wellington is in fact 

motivated by self-interest in her project. In the process of advocating for the boy, she becomes 

increasingly romantically interested in him. This is also the reason she abandons him in a most 

consequential moment, i.e., when at the end of the novel Carl is being accused of stealing 

Carlene’s painting from Monty’s office, she decides against providing an alibi for him, despite 

her ability to do so. This is so because on the evening of the theft, Zora sees Carl kissing Victoria 

Kipps. Zora sees this as a kind of betrayal, revealing that her motivations to retain Carl at the 

university have other underpinnings than just a liberal desire for social justice; when Zora sees 
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Carl and Victoria in an intimate embrace, she becomes violent and drags him away from the girl 

and outside the house where some of her more self-interested motivations for helping him 

become clear: 

  “Oh, man, oh, man . . . I can’t believe . . .” he [Carl] was whispering. Then he 

 stood up and became loud: “What the FUCK do you think—” 

  “Did you even read that piece?’ cried Zora, shaking madly. “I spent so long on 

 that, I missed my dissertation deadline, I’ve been working constantly for you and—” 

 But of course without the secret piece of the narrative in Zora’s head—the one that 

 connected ‘writing pieces for Carl’ with ‘Carl kissing Victoria Kipps’—no sense could be 

 made of what she was saying. (413) 

The secret piece is the fact that Zora imagined that her helping Carl would result in him 

becoming romantically interested in her; the signs of this hope are apparent in various passages 

of the text when the two characters meet:  

 Certainly, his [Carl’s] intention was always to be nice to Zora Belsey, for she had always 

 been nice to him. But she did not make it easy. She was the kind of person who never 

 gave you enough time to miss her. . . . He was taken aback by the large amount of 

 cleavage he was confronted with, pushed up and together in a tight white top that could 

 not quite contain the goods it had been entrusted with. (375) 

At the slightest touch of Carl’s, Zora’s body experiences an “electric whoosh” (377) going 

through her body; or, for Zora to touch Carl’s hand, in turn, is apparently a part of a “plan she 

had been hatching since before Christmas” (377). Clearly, then, Zora is hopeful that her work to 

keep Carl in Claire Malcolm’s class is not based solely on embracing the politics of 

multiculturalism in historically white and economically privileged spaces such as the American 
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university, although of course this is her official narrative; she writes in the university’s paper, 

Wellington Herald: “Whither real affirmative action? . . . That is the question I put before all 

fair-minded Wellingtonians this day. Are we truly steadfast in our commitment to the equality of 

opportunity or no? Do we presume to speak of progress when within these very walls our own 

policy remains so shamefully diffident? Are we satisfied that the African-American youth of this 

fair city . . .” (402) 

  This kind of ideological incongruency between proclaimed beliefs and actual behaviors 

can be attributed to the influence of postmodernist and poststructuralist ideas on language and its 

relationship to empirical reality, thus supporting my claim that Smith writes against these aspects 

of the two movements. This is so because both postmodernism and poststructuralism place 

“issues of language front and centre” and, as such, produce the kind of “postmodern ethics of the 

literary academy” according to which language is “a major site of social responsibility, and 

therefore a key means of addressing perceived injustice” (Bowen 25). Lee Konstantinou sees this 

ideological assumption to be a consequence of what he calls an erosion of the “distinction 

between the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘real’” (Konstantinou 33). This conflation, according to Sean 

McCann and Michael Szalay’s article “Do You Believe in Magic? Literary Thinking after the 

New Left,” renders political action an empty discursive gesture.39 They see the emergence of this 

in the 1960s counterculture and the arrival of “theory” in the American academia around the 

same time: 

 
39 David Foster Wallace also argues against such conflation in his 1999 essay, “Authority and American Usage” in 

relationship to Politically Correct English which “pre-proscriptions are taken very seriously indeed by colleges”: 

With respect, for instance, to political change, usage conventions can function in two ways: on the one hand they 

can be a reflection of political change, and on the other, they can be an instrument of political change. What’s 

important is that these two functions are different and have to be kept straight. Confusing them—in particular, 

mistaking for political efficacy what is really just a language’s political symbolism—enables the bizarre conviction 

that America ceases to be elitist or unfair simply because Americans stop using certain vocabulary that is historically 

associated with elitism and unfairness” (110-1).  
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 [A]mid the outrages of the Vietnam War and the inspiration of the Civil Rights struggle, 

 that flickering pockets of dissent suddenly swelled together into conflagration, and the 

 New Left turned rapidly into a genuine mass movement. As it did, the movement cut 

 itself off both from older traditions of organized dissent . . . and from . . . the “coils of 

 coalitionism,” instead following Mailer and  Marcuse toward a new political vision built 

 in large part on the appeal of the spontaneous, the symbolic, and ultimately, the magical  

 . . .  [I]t [1967] marked the threshold moment when a significant portion of the left 

 responded to the frustration of traditional political methods by fully embracing the 

 counterculture, seeking not reform or measurable change or even revolution in the 

 traditional guise so much as what Kopkind called “explosions and eruptions” in the 

 liberal consensus. . . . Such attitudes have long since become commonplace features of 

 the American literary academy, whose attraction to the recondite discourse and libertarian 

 sentiments of poststructuralist philosophy have been matched only by the frequently 

 reiterated conviction that merely adopting that language amounts to a political challenge 

 to contemporary society. . . . Turning that [practical, political and economic] marginality 

 into a source of authority, however, many academic humanists see the political universe 

 entirely in symbolic terms, imagining, like Mailer, Mills and the New Left, that to change 

 the cultural apparatus  could be to change the world-that to provide, as Mills put it, 

 “alternative definitions of reality” could itself be the most radically political of acts. 

 (McCann and Szalay 436-7, 459-60) 

On Beauty depicts the effects of this stance on political action: both of the “discretionaries” from 

Claire Malcolm’s class, Chantelle and Carl, are only superficially or symbolically accepted by 

Wellington College. When their presence is no longer convenient to the more privileged 
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members of its community, the values of justice and equality are abandoned. Once again, in a 

rather uneasy manner, it is none other but Monty Kipps who rather accurately encapsulates this 

position’s logic:  

 “[W]e might discuss the under-the-counter manner in which class admissions are 

 organized here at Wellington . . . whereby students who are NOT enrolled at this college 

 are yet taught in classes here, by professors who, at their own ‘discretion’ (as it is so 

 disingenuously put), allow these students’ into their classes, choosing them over actual 

 students better qualified than they . . . because they are considered needy cases—as if it 

 helps minorities to be pushed through an elite environment to which they are not yet 

 suited. When the truth is that the liberal—as ever—assumes there is benefit, only because 

 doing so makes the liberal herself,” said Monty with mischievous emphasis, “feel good!” 

 (Smith 329) 

Smith echoes here, via Monty’s argument, both McCann and Szalay’s and David Foster 

Wallace’s point on the realities of the academy-embraced logic of a symbolic political action: 

“The New Left, along with the counterculture, rejected that historical utopianism [pre-Marxist 

traditions according to which utopia tends to be “ahistorical” in that “[t]he imagined construction 

of Utopia comes outside the order or flux of history: it comes through fiat” (Coser and Howe qtd. 

in McCann and Szalay 445] and turned instead to something very much like the Protestant 

millennialism that Howe and Coser believed Marxism had left behind: a vision of the necessary 

relation between self-realization and revolutionary social transformation” (445); Wallace, in turn, 

in his characteristically witty way, manages to comment both on the issue of the motivation 

behind the ideology that produces symbolic political action, as well as why Monty Kipps, as a 

conservative, manages to come across as a sensible man in the above passage:  
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 As a practical matter, I strongly doubt whether a guy who has four small kids and makes 

 $12,000 a year feels more empowered or less ill-used by a society that carefully refers to 

 him as “economically disadvantaged” rather than “poor.” Where I he, in fact, I’d 

 probably find the PCE [Politically Correct English] term insulting—not just because it’s 

 patronizing (which it is) but because it’s hypocritical and self-serving. … Like many 

 forms of Vogue Usage, PCE functions primarily to signal and congratulate certain virtues 

 in the speaker—scrupulous egalitarianism, concern for the dignity of all people, 

 sophistication about the political implications of language—and so serves the self-

 regarding interests of the PC far more than it serves any of the persons or groups 

 renamed. . . . [I]t helps to show why the type of leftist vanity that informs PCE is actually 

 inimical to the Left’s own causes . . . [L]iberals’ vanity tends to grant conservatives a 

 monopoly on appeals to self-interest, enabling the conservatives to depict progressives as 

 pie-in-the-sky idealists and themselves as real-world back-pocket pragmatists . . . [T]heir 

 [leftists’] narcissistic attachment to assumptions that maximize their own appearance of 

 virtue tends to cost them both the theatre and war. (112-4) 

 Claire, Erskine and even Zora are motivated, in the end, by self-interest rather than 

genuine concern for Carl’s life. Their rather condemnable behavior stands as a larger critique of 

the academic idea of social progress via symbolic action. Carl’s story exemplifies the pitfalls of 

the ideology of symbolic political action in relationship to race and multiculturalism: it turns out, 

Smith’s text implies, that helping minorities is often motivated by rather selfish, self-interested 

agendas, the primary one being a desire to simply “feel good” about one’s perceived moral 

superiority, or, as Monty Kipps puts it much more scathingly, a desire to believe in the “liberal 

fairytales” (326). In fact, as Smith makes it clear via what happens to Carl, such symbolic 
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political action remains an empty gesture until the ones who pursue it are willing to acknowledge 

that economic inequality is underwritten by various forms of self-interest, and transform that 

self-interest into one that is less narcissistic or short-term in nature, and more other-oriented and 

long-term. Batra comments on Smith’s criticism in a similar way: “Though the institution 

[Wellington College] has a department of Black Studies in place, it has minimal consideration 

for people whose lives are the objects of its study besides their use value as cheap labor or token 

additions as “discretionaries” contributing nominally to diversity to satisfy the institution’s social 

conscience” (1090; emphasis added).  

 To take into account “the social” also means paying closer attention to the agency of 

those at whom the symbolic political action is directed: it is a reminder that real political change 

as opposed to symbolic political change can happen only when discourse meets the empirical 

reality of the “economically disadvantaged” lives which it attempts to describe and, ultimately, 

improve. To put this another way, to treat racial and multicultural integration as a purely 

linguistic or discursive issue is to deny the relational nature of reality and, as such, distort it into 

an artificially compartmentalized and solipsistic vision, which is detached from what it attempts 

to capture and change. This is in fact the disjunction which Carl notices in the place of overly 

intellectual or discursively minded people—academe. When confronted by Zora—who, as I have 

shown, was largely driven to help Carl’s case due to her physical attraction to him—Carl reveals 

his hurt over being thought about as a passive subject, someone whose life serves as a mere 

imprint of someone else’s agenda: 

  “Well,” said Carl, putting his hand on his hips, reminding Zora, absurdly, of Kiki, 

 “apparently you wanted to do a little more than help me. Apparently you expected some 

 payback. Apparently I had to sleep with yo’ skank ass as well” 
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  “Fuck you!” 

  “That’s what it was all about,” said Carl and whistled satirically, but the hurt was 

 clear to read in his face, and this hurt grew deeper as he stumbled over further 

 realizations, one after the other. . . . “You been making a fool of me since the beginning. 

 Is that it? You pick me up off the streets and when I don’t do what you want, you turn 

 on me?” (414) 

Carl voices here what is an objection of the subjects of racial and multicultural policies to the 

kind of thinking which, while it postures as egalitarian and inclusive, tends to increase the chasm 

between the haves and have-nots, due to the rather arrogant presumption of the former to “know 

better” what is good for the latter, which, as David Foster Wallace puts it, “oft-patronized people 

tend to have really good subliminal antennae for” (112). Carl continues his complaint, stating 

once again that in his experience, the liberal impulse to help the historically disenfranchised is an 

inauthentic gesture, “just some experiment for you to play with” in which, as he puts it “people 

like me are just toys to people like you [Zora and the Wellington college community]” (418). In 

this scathing criticism of the “liberal multicultural utopia that intellectuals like Howard, Claire, 

and Zora attempt to create through their personal relationships and vocal political convictions” 

(Batra 1088), Smith focuses on the real-world consequences that such attitude produces. On 

Beauty, shows how over-privileging of the symbolic on the part of those who dwell in the 

symbolic, due to their economic advantages—the academics, the intellectuals—is in fact harmful 

rather than helpful to those who cannot afford to dismiss the material realm of experience.  

 But Smith does not criticize a poststructuralist or linguistic theory of reality only to 

embrace a kind of pre-poststructural materialism which emphasizes matter over discourse. On 

Beauty also illustrates the pitfalls of conceptualizing the solution to economic inequality solely in 
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terms of righting the material imbalance between the rich and the poor. This is, once again, in 

keeping with Mary K. Holland’s argument about the “sustained and multivalent efforts” of 

contemporary realisms in Anglo-American literature; they feature an “unprecedented intimacy, 

even continuity, between language and the material world” (Holland, Moral Worlds 222), instead 

of overemphasizing one at the expanse of the other.  

 The novel contains a plotline in which the youngest of the Belseys, Levi, becomes 

involved with a group of impoverished Haitian immigrants, embittered at America for what they 

see as its exploitative political and economic involvement in Haiti. In the process of his 

indoctrination into the group’s ideology, which is based on resentment toward the United States, 

Levi is persuaded by the group members to steal Carlene’s painting from Monty Kipps’s 

office—this gesture is interpreted by the group as reclaiming what was unfairly taken away from 

them as a people. When Kiki discovers Levi’s theft, his explanation focuses on economic 

exploitation of immigrants in the United States and the very material ways in which it is present 

in said people’s lives: “‘People in Haiti, they got NOTHING, RIGHT? We living off these 

people, man. . . . That painting don’t belong to him! Or his wife! These people I’m talking about, 

they remember how things went down, man—and now look how much it’s worth. But that 

money belongs to the Haitian people, not some . . . some Caucasian art dealer,’ said Levi, 

confidently remembering Choo’s phrase.” (429). When Kiki tries to explain to her youngest son 

that “this is not the way you go about solving social problems” (429), Levi challenges Kiki’s 

own complicity in the system of economic exploitation of the immigrant workforce in America: 

“‘So how do you do it?’ demanded Levi. ‘By paying people four dollars an hour to clean? That’s 

how much you pay Monique, man! Four dollars! If she was American you wouldn’t be paying 

her no four dollars an hour. Would you? Would you?’” (429). While Levi’s act of stealing is 
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portrayed as naïve and misguided, Smith does turn the reader’s attention to a facet of inequality 

which is commonplace in a country whose official policy is the “institutionalized 

multiculturalism.” Of course, the immigrant experience, as captured by Levi’s challenge to 

Kiki’s remuneration rate for the housekeeper, as well as by one of Haitian immigrants’ story of 

having one’s credentials and education devalued when immigrating to another, economically 

superior, country—“‘[S]erving like a monkey . . . [at a Wellington party] [T]he teacher becomes 

the servant. . . . I teach, I am a teacher, you know, in Haiti. That’s what I am. I teach in a high 

school. French literature and language. . . . ‘And now . . .  come and do this . . . [w]ear a monkey 

suit and look a money and serve them their shrimps and their wine, the big white professors’” 

(361)—is not exclusive to the United States; it is an almost universal condition of immigrants 

around the world. However, the resentment it generates is partially an anger at a discursive 

hypocrisy that I discussed above in relationship to Carl’s storyline, although in Carl’s case it is 

regarding the issue of domestic inequality: America’s and American universities’ official 

discourse of “institutionalized multiculturalism” appears to be an empty signifier when 

considered from the perspective of material improvement to the lives of those from outside the 

economic class of middle- and upper-middle class Americans. Smith uses Carl’s and the Haitian 

immigrants’ stories to communicate a growing dissatisfaction with a mode of social criticism 

which sees the reality as entirely constructed of discourse; instead, Smith illustrates how human 

existence “depends from one moment to the next on myriad micro-organisms and diverse higher 

species, on our own hazily understood bodily and cellular reactions and on pitiless cosmic 

motions, on the material artifacts and natural stuff that populate our environment, as well as on 

socioeconomic structures that produce and reproduce the conditions of our everyday lives” 

(Coole and Frost 2).  
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 The storyline of the Haitian immigrants is perhaps the most striking example in the novel 

of the empirical insignificance or vacuity of the official discourse of multiculturalism. The group 

of Haitians whom Levi befriends is allowed to work as street vendors; play their music in public 

spaces; rap about Haitian political disenfranchisement by the United States at the “Bus Stop,” a 

“Wellingtonian institution” (211), a club hosting a “bi-monthly Spoken Word nights” (212); 

distribute leaflets informing the Boston populace about the issues of the Haitians in the United 

States, such as their need for “higher wages” or the cases of “unfair detention” (400). At the 

same time, they live in neighborhoods where “everybody was black,” where “[s]hrubs and 

garbage grew up against” their homes’ walls, where one could see a “burned-out car, turned 

upside down” (356), and where a person’s living space was confined to one room, in which “the 

kitchen units, the bed and the table were all compressed into this one space,” a room “with no 

distractions from its own silence” (360-1). The physical appearances of the Haitians in the novel 

further signify material privation: one of them, whom Levi befriends, is described as having 

“shoulders no broader than a girl’s” (243), “tatty clothes” and “raggedy hair” (358), and a “rigid 

chest” with “no extra piece of flesh on his body” (361); another, from whom Kiki buys some 

jewelry at the beginning of the novel, as someone “exceptionally skinny, in a green string vest 

and grubby blue jeans,” who is wearing “[n]o shoes at all,” and has “bloodshot eyes” (47); 

finally, the Belseys’ housekeeper, Monique, wears a “US Navy bomber jacket” and a “look of 

apologetic apprehension, sorry for what would go wrong before it had gone wrong,” making all 

of this “more poignant and difficult for Kiki by Monique’s weave: a cheap, orange synthetic 

hairpiece that was in need of renewal, and today seemed further back than ever on her skull, 

attached by thin treads to her own sparse hair” (10-11). The focus on the immigrant populations’ 

living conditions and their physical appearance is another way in which On Beauty participates 
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in the form of social critique which is not based on the textual analysis associated with the 

postmodern and poststructural turn in academia, but rather on a renewed interest in the material 

factors of life and the role they play in human experience.   

 Smith uses Carl’s and the Haitians’ plotlines to reveal the deeply unethical—because un-

relational—nature of both the postmodernist focus on the disembodied discourse and the pre-

poststructuralist focus on materiality as the exclusive site of social, political, and economic 

change and struggle. The novel shows, in keeping with newly emerging materialist points of 

view within the critical and social theory, that it is “ideological naïveté to believe that significant 

social change can be engendered solely by reconstructing subjectivities, discourses, ethics, and 

identities—that is, without also altering their socioeconomic conditions or tracing crucial aspects 

of their reproduction to the economic interests they unwittingly serve” (Coole and Frost 25). On 

Beauty reveals the interconnectedness of material and immaterial realities on both the very 

intimate, personal level and the more impersonal, institutional level. Via Carl and the Haitian 

immigrants’ storylines, the novel illustrates in vivid ways that its conceptual underpinnings are 

“at odds with some more radical, and especially linguistic, forms of constructivism,” and, at the 

same time, a clear espousal of the type of social critique which is “devoted to the critical analysis 

of actual conditions of existence and their inherent inequality” (Coole and Frost 25; emphasis 

added). The stories of Carl and the Haitian immigrants are therefore the vectors through which 

Smith communicates the pitfalls of “theoretical” liberalism; as Batra writes, there is significant 

economic or lived difference between various diasporic communities and individuals that needs 

to be taken into account when discussing questions of race, multiculturalism, and 

cosmopolitanism: 
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 The world-making of the dispossessed is explained by Bhabha as an “experience of 

 modern living that Julia Kristeva has called ‘the cosmopolitanism of those who have been 

 flayed’ or what . . . [can be] tentatively name[d] a ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’” (43). 

 This is in contrast to the more apparent cosmopolitanism of privileged diasporic

 individuals who are otherwise on the “outside” of American academia, though unlike 

 Carl their outsider status is more a matter of geography rather than class: Erskine Jegede 

 is a Nigerian émigré; Howard Belsey is a British expatriate; and Monty Kipps is a 

 Trinidadian-British. The differences between these immigrants and those from Haiti and 

 Mexico implicate the university as one of the sites for the propagation of economic and 

 racial disparities, thus calling into question its left-liberal academic discourse on racial 

 and economic justice. Exposing how the town utilizes immigrants’ services as cheap 

 public and private labor allows Smith to present Wellington as a site of capitalist 

 exploitation. (1090) 

 Carl might be allowed to participate in Claire’s class, a sophisticated, college-level course 

in poetry, but, by the end of the book, he is unfairly accused of stealing Carlene’s painting from 

Monty Kipps’s Wellington office which effectively ends Carl’s career there: by the end of the 

novel, he disappears entirely, his physical presence eradicated from the text as well as from the 

story world itself. Batra sees this narrative development as “perhaps the weakest turn of Smith’s 

plot” (1090) even while she adds in the very same sentence that his disappearance is a means of 

“pointing to the failed agendas of the cultural and the political in Wellington College” (1090). I 

think the opposite is true, i.e., taking Carl out of the narrative is one of the strongest ways in 

which Smith communicates the ineffectiveness or the vacuity of the liberal politics of 

multiculturalism in academia: once the incongruence or, to put it in stronger terms, hypocrisy of 
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the officially proclaimed postmodernist politics of multicultural integration and celebration and 

the actual realities of (the difficulty of) implementing them is revealed, a character whose entire 

presence in the book is based on the assumption that these policies can actually work needs to 

disappear just like any hopes that they can and do make a real difference.  In “Post-Postmodern 

Realism?,” Madhu Dubey writes that there are “[t]wo factors widely considered to be distinctive 

of the postmodern period [which can be said to have] fueled the perceived crisis of the social 

novel: the difficulty of grasping, let alone representing, the increasingly abstract social world of 

global capitalism, and the fragmentation of the social field wrought by the micropolitics of 

difference” (365). And while he is cautious not to draw a straightforward, cause-and-effect 

relationship between these factors and a “renewed engagement with the social world” (364) 

which he sees as characteristic of American fiction since the 1990s, he does argue that the “signs 

of this exhaustion [of the interest in and praise of these postmodernist themes] are certainly 

apparent in various novels published since the 1990s that satirize the institutionalization of 

multiculturalism as the official policy of the US state or highlight the profitability of racial 

differences to contemporary capitalism” (367-8). Smith’s novel certainly fits this description: 

published in 2005, it offers a “comic and caustic, but never mean-spirited” (Keller para. 7) 

perspective on some of the most cherished ideas of postmodern ideology and, concurrently, on 

the feel-good liberal politics of the contemporary American university vis-à-vis the question of 

socio-economic inequality, especially as related to race and multiculturalism. Smith illustrates 

quite clearly that the existence of racial differences and multiculturalism at Wellington is a 

pretense, rather than a meaningful, social justice program: Chantelle’s, Carl’s and Choo’s 

experience at Wellington, and Smith’s “deliberate lack of explanation of Sir Monty’s duties as a 

Visiting Professor as well as Erskine’s position indicate that both serve as token additions to the 
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cultural diversity in the Wellington faculty and course offerings. Such tokenism casts doubt—as 

the author presumably intends—on the very nature and purpose of Black Studies at Wellington” 

(Batra 1080). Such ideological incongruity is particularly condemnable when real lives are at 

stake and this is precisely what Smith illustrates in her novel. 

 

Conclusion  

 

 As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, contemporary literary realism appears to 

be inherently related to “new materialism”: both are invested in rethinking the relationship 

between the discursive and empirical levels of human experience. One of the important 

developments emerging from this movement is the ethical turn related to quantum physics 

theories which view matter as “intra-active and anti-atomistic” (Holland, Moral Worlds 116). 

Karen Barad, a professor of feminist studies, philosophy, and history of consciousness at the 

University of California, Santa Cruz coins the term “agential realism” to describe a move from 

the postmodernist and poststructuralist thinking in literature that sees matter and discourse as 

entirely separate from each other due to language’s self-referential nature, to a kind of literature 

that considers the two as closely related. What Barad proposes is a view according to which 

“neither discursive practices nor material phenomena are ontologically or epistemologically 

prior” (Barad 152) but, rather, that “matter and meaning are mutually articulated” (Barad 152). 

What this means for contemporary realism so influenced is a return to the question of referential 

reality and how it interacts with language rather than being only acted upon by the discursive 

level of experience. For my own argument here, such understanding of the world means that the 

physical is as influential a means to relate to one another as the discursive, escaping, as it were, 

the nihilism of the postmodernist ethos according to which human alienation is a fact of life due 
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to “the solipsistic view of language as unable to communicate beyond the self [which] is so 

typical of the late postmodern period” (Holland, Moral Worlds 114). More to the point, such an 

inherently relational conception of reality wis also conceptualized as “inherently ethical” 

(Holland, Moral Worlds 117); considering that both Kiki and Carlene are represented as morally 

superior to their husbands, of which more below, their morality can be considered as directly 

related to their recognition of the continuity between the word and the world, and, conversely, 

Howard and Monty’s immorality can be seen as stemming from the denial of such 

interrelationality.  

 Carlene and Kiki’s unlikely connection to each other can be read as a dramatization of 

what Dorothy Hale calls “the aesthetics of alterity” (830), which she sees as fundamental to 

Smith’s own ethics, and explains thus:  

 In the largest sense, the encounter with alterity provided by the novel is grounded in the 

 ethical belief that, although it is impossible to have an unmediated knowledge of the 

 other, one can approximate the other’s alterity in better or worse ways. “This matter of 

 understanding-that-which-is-outside-of-ourselves using only what we have inside 

 ourselves” is, on Smith’s view, “the hardest intellectual and emotional work you’ll ever 

 do”—and the basis of the novel’s positive social value. (Hale 832) 

In contrast to Howard and Monty, who are solipsistically entrenched in their positions and 

cannot see outside of their own worldviews, be it in relationship to one another, or other 

characters in the novel, Kiki and Carlene are able to connect with one another despite their 

differences since they possess a greater capacity to recon with alterity than their husbands: the 

attitude these two female characters display can be compared to that of a “great novelist [who] is 

essentially tolerant, that is, displays a real apprehension of persons other than the author as 
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having a right to exist and to have a separate mode of being which is important and interesting to 

themselves” (Murdoch qtd. in Hale 833). While Howard and Monty are presented as incapable of 

taking such an interest in other people, entrenched as they are in their pre-determined positions, 

Kiki and Carlene are not burdened in the same way by their ideological anxieties. Instead, it is 

clear that for both women, their lives’ meaning is centered on their connection to other human 

beings: 

 “I don’t ask myself what did I live for,” said Carlene strongly. “That is a man’s 

 question. I ask whom did I live for.” 

  “Oh, I don’t believe you believe that.” But, looking into her grave eyes, Kiki saw 

 clearly that this is exactly what the woman opposite her did believe, and she felt suddenly 

 vexed by the waste and stupidity of it. “I have to say, Carlene, you know . . . I’m afraid I 

 just don’t believe that. I know I didn’t live for anybody—and it just seems to me it’s like 

 taking us all, all women, certainly all black women, three hundred years backwards if you 

 really—” 

  “Oh, dear, we’re arguing,” said Carlene, distressed at the prospect. “You mistake 

 me again. I don’t mean to argue a case. It’s just a feeling I have, especially now. I see 

 very clearly recently that in fact I didn’t live for an idea or even for God—I lived because 

 I loved this person. I am very selfish, really. I lived for love. I never really interested 

 myself in the world—my family, yes, but not the world. I can’t make a case for my life, 

 but it is true.” (176)  

Carlene conceives of life as a web of deeply interpersonal relationships, her own life being 

driven by the emotion of love toward her close ones instead of some abstract notions—“an idea” 

or “God.” The passage makes a case for recognizing the fundamental feelings of interpersonal 
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connection as capable of sustaining and giving meaning to existence, transcending more abstract 

or theoretical reasoning. In Carlene’s case, the organizing principle of life are interhuman 

connections, based on the fundamental human emotion of and need for love. Carlene’s 

conceptualization of her life is deeply relational and ethical then; it is akin to Emmanuel 

Levinas’s understanding of the self as “defined by its relationship of responsibility to the other” 

(Bowen 44), even though she believes herself to be selfish.  

 While Kiki rejects the idea in the conversation with Carlene that she herself could have in 

effect done the same in and with her life, cautious of repeating the essentializing notions about 

womanhood which historically have been hurtful to women, she seems to understand Carlene’s 

point and internalize the truth of a phrase Carlene pronounces to her in that very same 

conversation: “Carlene shushed her and came forward in her chair. “‘Yes, yes. But you staked 

your life. You gave somebody your life. You’ve been disappointed’” (177). Later on, when Kiki 

and Howard have a heated conversation about his infidelity, Kiki repeats these words: “‘I staked 

my life on you. I staked my life’” (207). Both women, then, conceive of life as deeply relational 

in which human experience is meaningful both due to layers of signification given to it via 

discursive and cultural practices, such as marriage, but also due to the fundamental needs of 

humans to be deeply connected to one another on an extra-discursive level via such inarticulate 

emotions as love, trust, or belonging. This very belief is encapsulated by a line of a poem 

Carlene quotes on one occasion and which I use as the epigraph for this chapter: “There is such a 

shelter in each other” (93). Significantly, this is also the line which is written on a note Carlene 

hides in the frame of the painting she leaves for Kiki after she dies, indicating that Carlene saw 

their relationship as one of deep trust and respite. It is also a line of a poem which Monty, 

Carlene tells Kiki, reacts to by telling her she should “‘place [it] on a scale of judgment—and on 
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the other side of the scale [she] should place, L’enfer, c’est les autres. And then see which had 

more weight in the world!’” (94). Even this short exchange between Carlene and Monty can be 

seen as yet another case in point regarding the two characters’ narrative function of representing 

the humanist and antihumanist or postmodernist ethos, respectively: here and elsewhere in the 

novel, Carlene stands for a vision of the world where nourishing human connection is not only 

attainable, but essential for human life; Monty’s view, in turn, is much more reflective of a 

nihilistic ethos of essential alienation of the self which was embraces by much of the 

postmodernist discourse. Finally, it is noteworthy that Kiki, when hearing Carlene’s story quite 

literally does not comprehend Monty’s position: “Kiki smiled helplessly. She did not speak 

French” (94). This clever way of rendering Kiki unable to understand Monty’s position can be 

seen as a means to align her closer to Carlene’s side on the “scale of judgment.” Further, it is 

possible to view Kiki’s inability to speak French as a way to underscore her distance from 

postmodernist and poststructuralist theories since France is the birthplace of these movements.  

 Smith makes a case, then, with these two characters and their friendship, about the 

importance of a relational mode of being in the world. It is also undoubtedly another way in 

which Smith criticizes the disconnection from the social within the academic or intellectual 

environments; as Alexander Dick and Christina Lupton note, “the responsibility and obligation 

that individuals should feel toward each other—the principle tenet of modern ethical 

liberalism—lies outside the bounds of the university as an institution, the so-called vanguard of 

liberal education” (116). Further, Carlene and Kiki’s dispositions can be understood in terms of 

the aesthetics and the politics of alterity as well as a kind of cosmopolitanism:  

 Cosmopolitans accept and indeed like the fact that people live in different ways; that free 

 human beings will choose to live in different ways and will choose to express themselves 
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 in different ways. And that openness to difference comes, I think, from a kind of 

 toleration combined with a recognition of human fallibility. One of the reasons why 

 we’re glad there are people out there who aren’t like us is that we’re pretty certain that 

 there are a lot of things we’re wrong about. (Appiah qtd. in Brookes) 

The last part of Smith’s novel, entitled “On Beauty and Being Wrong,” shows Howard’s end: he 

is facing both the professional and personal consequences of his many transgressions which, as I 

hope to have shown, stem from his postmodernist solipsism. Howard’s book-length intellectual 

pride and resulting close-mindedness, which are represented in his inability to see the discursive 

and the empirical as intimately connected, constitute the basis for this ultimate fall. The end of 

the text, however, inaugurates a possibility of redemption for Howard and perhaps even his 

transformation from a cynical, ironic, postmodernist theorist to Konstantinou’s postironic 

believer: 

 [H]e [Howard] laughed and looked at his son with wonder. What a period this was to  

 live through! His children were old enough to make him laugh. They were real people 

 who entertained and argued and existed entirely independently from him, although he had 

 set the thing in motion. They had different thoughts and beliefs. They weren’t even the 

 same colour as him. They were a kind of miracle. (Smith 386; first and last emphasis 

 added) 

Howard from the beginning of the book would not be likely to experience wonder much less to 

see his children as miracles—a word his cynical self would certainly scoff at as some sort of 

“phoney metaphysics” (Smith 4). His use of this “believer-like” vernacular is a sign that Howard 

is changing, and, considering his downward trajectory as an ironist throughout the text, it is a 

change in a positive direction. The fact that he sees his children as separate individuals is also 
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notable vis-à-vis his previous selfishness: while he was previously reluctant to discuss with his 

children race or religion—“He disliked and feared conversations with his children that concerned 

race” (85); “[H]e had grown shyer of Jerome. He feared the new adolescent religiosity, the moral 

seriousness and silences, always somehow implicitly critical” (30)—now he is in a sort of awe at 

the fact that they are so different from him when it comes to their skin color or religious beliefs.  

 The last pages of the novel strengthen the impression produced by the above passage that 

Howard moves away, perhaps like the novel itself, from the postmodernist ethos to a one 

associated with postmodernist realism. In the final scene, Howard stands in front of his 

Wellington colleagues to deliver a lecture on Rembrandt. He quickly realizes that he has 

forgotten to bring with him his notes and so he falls silent, simply clicking though his slides and 

displaying for his audience Rembrandt’s paintings. The absence of academic discourse and the 

silent exhibition of the art illustrates, as LeeAnn Derdeyn argues, that “Howard concedes the 

power and beauty of Rembrandt’s works to speak for themselves, granting art and genius a more 

proper place” (942). This is a radically different approach to art and its beauty than Howard 

displayed at the beginning of the book, where he claimed that his college course in the history of 

visual art “would challenge their own [his students’] beliefs about the redemptive humanity of 

what is commonly called ‘Art’” (155). Instead, Smith seems to imply the opposite, especially 

since the very last slide Howard displays is a painting of Rembrandt’s love, Hendrickje and since 

Howard ceases to see anyone else in the crowd but Kiki—“Howard looked at Kiki. In her face, 

his life. . . . He looked out into the audience once more and saw Kiki only. He smiled at her. She 

smiled” (442-3)—it appears as if in these final moments Howard understands that he was, in 

fact, wrong. The beauty of art, this last scene suggests, lies precisely in its redemptive humanity 

which consists in its ability to capture the complex reality of human experience with “all its 
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variety” (443), just like Rembrandt’s representation of his beloved’s skin, i.e., “chalky whites 

and lively pinks, the underlying blue of her veins and the ever present human hint of yellow” 

(443), all of which signifies the open-endedness of human life and art’s ability to communicate 

that “intimation of what is to come” (443).  
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Conclusion 

  

 This project discussed the facets of late twentieth and early twentieth-first realism in 

Anglo-American fiction that has arisen in response to postmodernism as well as the waning of 

postmodernism. The works of fiction analyzed in these pages span a period of about three 

decades, from 1977 to 2005. I argued that the kind of realism found in the works written by Joan 

Didion, David Foster Wallace, and Zadie Smith differ in noticeable ways from the traditional, 

nineteenth-century realism and that this difference lies in the influence of postmodern period on 

these writers’ thinking and art. I used the term postmodern realism to distinguish the fiction in 

question from a plethora of other literary labels that have been given to the Anglo-American 

literature “after” postmodernism; to name just a few of these coinages: hybrid fiction (Grassian), 

American literary globalism (Adams), cosmodernism (Moraru), digimodernism or 

pseudomodernism (Kirby), automodernism (Samuels), altermodernism (Bourriaud), 

metamodernism (Vermeulen and van den Akker), late postmodernism (Green) or post-

postmodernism (Burn). Then, there are critics who argue that literature after postmodernism is in 

significant ways returning to the realist convention, as I do, and these arguments tend to label 

this phenomenon is many different ways as well, e.g., feminist realism (Martin), material realism 

(Coole and Frost), poststructural realism (Holland), storytelling and affective neorealism 

(Konstantinou), postirony (Konstantinou), the New Sincerity (Kelly). Postmodern realism, a term 

I choose to use, is a term used in relation to literary studies as early as 1993, by William H. 

Thornton and Songok Han Thornton, and, later, by Deborah C. Bowen in 2010. I find it useful to 

describe Didion’s, Wallace’s, and Smith’s works as they reflect the term’s recalibration of 

realism via postmodernism, both as a cultural and literary phenomenon. In analyzing these 



 

 

207 

author’s artistic endeavors, I hope to have shown that Anglo-American fiction of the last few 

decades remains committed to the referential, communicative as well as ethical role that was so 

characteristic of the traditional literary realism.   

 The postmodern realism as practiced by Didion, Wallace, and Smith does not discard 

postmodernism’s impact on how literature is written or read, but it does attempt to confront some 

of the implications inherent in its original propositions and practices, and, even more 

importantly, question the validity of some of its ideas and tools for thinking and writing about 

the reality “after” postmodernism. Thus, while, for example, all three writers accept the lessons 

about the constructedness of many cultural and social phenomena initiated by the 

poststructuralist critique of language and followed by the postmodern critique of power and 

ideology, they all question the validity of these claims for other realities, such as the 

constructedness of the material or empirical world and of human nature. Further, since 

postmodern literature, as David Foster Wallace put it, “elevated” aesthetics to the level of 

ethics—maybe even metaphysics” which, in turn, resulted in an assumption that “‘serious’ 

literature [must be] aesthetically distanced from real lived life” (“Joseph Frank’s” 272), 

postmodern realists concern themselves with the content (their plot, the content of what their 

language represents) as much as with the form. As such, they tend to insist in their work on a 

correspondence, even if it cannot be a one-to-one, perfect type of correspondence—between the 

word and the world, or the signifier and the signified. In various ways, they illustrate the perils of 

conceptualizing the world as solely a play of verbal surfaces, insisting, instead, on the depth and 

“givenness” of the world; in postmodern realism, the word and the world exist in a relationship 

to one another and they show that to discard one in favor of another is to risk a dangerously 

distorted vision of the world. 
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 One of the reasons why postmodern realism returns to the question of representation has 

likely to do with the fact that we live in the world of increasing globalization and a need to find 

common ground among individuals and societies that inhabit this planet is extremely pressing. 

That we can reach a consensus, i.e., we can effectively communicate with one another that there 

are some “truths” about reality that are important to universally acknowledge as such, is essential 

for the world’s peace as well as for the existence of the planet itself: If we cannot agree that the 

boundaries of sovereign nations are not be violated under distorted historical argument, how can 

we ensure they will not be under a different type of claim? If we cannot reach a consensus on 

whether climate change is preventable or even an issue at all, how will we ensure the life on this 

planet for ourselves and those who come after us? This is not to say that in a globalized context, 

we can reach a final consensus on all human values, but, as Appiah writes, that is precisely why 

we need to be able to have conversations with one another, and, “in particular, conversations 

between people from different ways of life” (xxi). This is why we need realist literature today, 

since just like the historical realist novel has been theorized as “appearing simultaneously with 

democracy, and philosophically as the literary expression of a political system where everyone 

was to be represented” today’s postmodern realism addresses the issues of “the connections 

between individual and collective voices, human and non-human mediations, local and global 

scales, author and reader” (Walezak 6). 

 This conversation, it is important to emphasize, cannot elude the material world anymore. 

While I do not wish to argue against the inarguable achievements of poststructuralist attention to 

the way language constructs our reality, I join the voices of material realists who believe that the 

“dominant constructivist orientation to social analysis is inadequate for thinking about matter, 

materiality, and politics in ways that do justice to the contemporary context of biopolitics and 
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global political economy” (Coole and Frost 6). To continue in this vein is simply unethical, and 

the stakes of practicing such disconnected social analysis are clearly visible today in the form of 

the symbolic political action in “support” of the war between Ukraine and Russia. This kind of 

magical thinking—as Sean McCann and Michael Szalay put it in reference to that form of 

political activism of the American elites—is hardly an adequate response to this material 

context: as Niall Ferguson puts it “we’re [the West] offering those powerful weapons of 

applause, editorials and speeches rather than the kind of hardware that the Ukrainians need . . . so 

we’re not really helping them win, we’re certainly not going to give them victory with fine 

words” (Weiss 50:30-50:58). If the novel is to uphold its historical claim for being a tool or 

function of a democratic representation, it needs to return to its realist roots of recognizing that 

there is a material reality beyond its text which it has a vital responsibility to represent in all its 

complexity. Postmodern realism, I believe, is one such attempt and its does so by 

unapologetically returning the human and material dimensions to its language.  

 Perhaps the most important feature of postmodern realism is its focus on empathy, and, as 

a consequence, collectivity as opposed to individualism, or unity as opposed to difference. David 

Foster Wallace writes of this dichotomy as always existing in American culture, i.e., “U.S. pop 

culture is just like U.S. serious culture in that its central tension has always set the nobility of 

individualism on one side against the warmth of communal belonging on the other” (“E Unibus 

Pluram” 174). Individualism has been undoubtedly a powerful liberatory force in American 

culture, enabling diversity and freedom from oppressive systems of conduct and thought. At the 

same time, it led to a less cohesive and more fragmented nation: 

 The America that emerged from World War II and the Great Depression was 

 exceptionally unified and cohesive, and possessed of an unusual confidence in large 
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 institutions. But almost immediately after the war, it began a long process of unwinding 

 and fragmenting: over the subsequent decades, the culture liberalized, the economy was 

 deregulated, and an exceptional midcentury elite consensus in politics gave way to 

 renewed divisions. In time, this fracturing of consensus grew from diffusion into 

 polarization—of political views, of incomes, of family patterns and ways of life. . . . We 

 have grown less conformist but more fragmented; more diverse but less unified; more 

 dynamic but less secure. (Levin 2-3)  

However, it appears that in the recent decades there has been an increased desire for a more 

communal mode of being in the world. Discussing a turn to humanism in the late twentieth-

century fiction, Mary K. Holland writes about this phenomenon as related to an increasing 

cultural need to be more connected to one another:  

 Such contemporary calls for humanism characterize exactly . . . [what] antihumanism 

 discarded: literature’s and theory’s ability to be about something, to matter, to 

 communicate meaning, to foster the sense that language connects us more than it 

 estranges us, so that we can come together in ways that build relationship and community 

 rather than the alienation and solipsism of antihumanistic postmodern literature. 

 (Succeeding 6) 

Once again, realist convention stands at the forefront of performing this task since traditionally 

this is exactly what the genre concerned itself with, i.e., “present[ing] the individual in relation to 

society and social change” (Lodge 49). In postmodern realism, the characters are represented as 

suffering or causing suffering due to their inability to relate to others in a non-ironic, non-

narcissistic way. On the other hand, those who are able to relate to others in a genuine way are 

portrayed as selfless individuals (Carlene Kipps in Smith’s On Beauty; the character of Granola 
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Cruncher in Wallace’s Brief Interviews with Hideous Men). To promote such ideal is of a piece 

with postmodern realism’s goal of reconnecting literature to the social world: if the culture at 

large, as Holland suggests, appears to be rethinking its current ideas about the individual and 

community, the realist novel responds by holding up a mirror to that reality in its own pages. 

And, since the change in question is still in its nascent phase, the mirrored picture of it in 

postmodern realism is still quite murky and imprecise. Only time can help to clarify what kind of 

world we will continue to create and how it will continue to be captured in postmodern realism.  
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