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ABSTRACT

This dissertation, Political Feelings: Objects-in-Process in the American Novel
(1963-2013), explores how literary representations of objects convey particular affects
and imagines what uses those affects have. Borrowing from material culture scholars
and affect studies scholars, this dissertation works to bring these two distinct fields
together in order to revisit canonical American novels published in the last sixty years.
This dissertation focuses on objects as they are narrated throughout their life cycles—
from creation through use and destruction—putting pressure on why recent American
novels tend to dramatize objects with such intensity. In exploring various object
sketches, this dissertation argues that studying objects-in-process has the potential to
unveil particular affects that are political because they are responsive to social
structures, often demanding resistance, recognition of complicity, or the need for
historical recovery.

This dissertation is divided into four chapters, each of which concerns a
particular decade. Canonical works from well-known American authors are featured.
These include Kurt Vonnegut and Philip K. Dick (the 1960s), Thomas Pynchon and
E.L. Doctorow (the 1970s), Don DeLillo and Toni Morrison (the 1980s), Tim O’Brien
and Philip Roth (the 1990s). The objects focused on range widely—fictionalized
atomic warfare and knockoff Americana in the sixties, V-2 rockets and a custom
Model T Ford in the seventies, generic grocery store items and household goods in the
eighties, military rations and gloves in the nineties. While each chapter is distinct in its

focus, all explore the ways in which these objects convey affect. Taken as a whole,
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Political Feelings: Objects-in-Process in the American Novel contemplates how
affective lessons and material ones can coexist, and more broadly, how reading

literature can impart these important lessons.
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INTRODUCTION

Philip Roth’s 1997 novel, American Pastoral, was hailed a classic upon
publication. In the decades since, it has remained central in Roth studies, especially
after the author’s recent death in 2018. American Pastoral might be canonized because
it confronts the tension between the desire for national belonging and the rejection of
so-called American excesses. The novel is primarily about the struggle of a well-
adjusted young Jewish man (Seymore “the Swede” Levov) whose conformity to
twentieth-century American ideals brands him exceptional. As an adult, though, he
grapples with cultural shifts that play out on multiple scales. Seymour’s primary
struggle is with his daughter, who abhors the United States’ involvement in the
Vietnam War. Embedded among depictions of familial strife is the story of glove
manufacturing. Not only is Newark Maid Leatherware the source of the family’s
considerable intergenerational wealth, it serves as a site of inquiry for the text. In fact,
one lengthy scene in the novel shows Seymour taking an observer (Rita, a young
communist masquerading as a Wharton student) through the steps of glove-making:
from cutting, to tanning, to staining, to sewing. This description of process unfolds
over a dozen pages; the meticulousness of Roth’s prose focuses the reader’s eye
squarely on the gloves so that we, alongside Seymore, come to see personal lament for
lives gone awry in the stitching and tanning and stretching of the leather. In American
Pastoral, gloves have their own narrative arc that reflects changing political and

historical conditions; they reflect an American old guard of class and social



refinement; the process of their making is held in esteem, especially as social changes
threaten what Seymour can only see as an unmaking writ large.

American Pastoral is a novel about making and unmaking, perseverance and
resignation. As such, it makes sense that Roth devotes so much attention to the
production of gloves. But dramatizing the production of material objects in twentieth-
century American novels is not exclusive to Roth. The tradition of narrating objects
with an eye towards their sociality cannot be confined to any literary historical
moment or place.! Nevertheless, late twentieth-century American novels employ a
type of object narration that does a specific kind of political work that places them in a
category of their own: one of affect.? Roth’s gloves are narrated in meticulous detail,
from sketches on paper to final product. Jenna Weissman Joselit claims that Roth
offers an “ode to the glove,” calling the description of making a “bravura passage”

(Joselit np). Criticism that accounts for the gloves typically follows Joselit’s: the

I Arguably, objects have always been important to literature. This dissertation is not
making the argument that objects-in-process are a new phenomenon in the twentieth-
century, but instead that objects-in-process provide a viable and rich opportunity to
literary scholars to reimagine novels from this period. Indeed, representations of
objects throughout their life cycles has been well established in American literary
history, with scholars such as Arjun Appadurai and Igor Kopytoff (both who show us
how tracing biographies, narratives, and even social lives of objects can offer new
insights into culture) and with literary works, such as the “it-narratives” of the
eighteenth-century.

2 “Political” is a famously nebulous term. In this dissertation, I use political to refer to
ubiquitous yet often veiled relationships of power between structures and individuals.
This understanding of the political borrows from theorists such as Michel Foucault
and Fredric Jameson. Refer to the section labeled “political feelings” for more.
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explication of an object demonstrates Roth’s prowess as a writer committed to detail;
the accuracy of glove-making described underscores American Pastoral as a historical
novel—and as an American one. But, what if we think about the gloves more
capaciously? The lengthy description of glove-making in American Pastoral might
pique interests from diverse groups, but its function in the novel is political, not
practical. Seymour’s careful rehearsal of glove-making bespeaks an affective response
to the challenges he faces. After all, he is actively seeking his daughter’s whereabouts
and expecting unusual visitors when he is visited by Rita. His obsession for the gloves
appears to displace his suspicion, but in fact reveals his feelings about his daughter’s
place—and his own—in the shifting matrix of American politics. In this project, I
argue that the portrayals of such objects—objects-in-process—in twentieth-century
U.S. novels gives us access to what I call political feelings.3 Through the gloves, we
see Seymour’s complex affective response to the changing social landscape that is

both intimately personal and explicitly political.

3 I borrow from Raymond Williams’s “Structures of Feelings” in developing what I
call “political feelings.” Williams’s term works to identify the role of affect and
subjective individuality in history. This term, introduced in Williams’s seminal
monograph, Marxism and Literature (1977), is a significant revision to classic Marxist
thinking as it foregrounds subjective experience. Throughout this dissertation, I
imagine how novelists narrate history through objects-in-process with specific
impressions for individuals. “Political feelings” are these impressions; rather than
being didactic, they produce in readers emotional imperatives that urge us to see
American history in new ways.
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Objects-in-process are the things narrated throughout their lifecycles, from
creation through use and destruction.# In the example of Roth’s leather gloves, all
parts of development are considered. Instead of just focusing on the discrete object
(the gloves), reading for process involves decentering the finished product with a
focus on pieces, parts, and practices. The preponderance of such literary objects in
novels from the latter half of the twentieth-century through today is at once obvious
and overlooked in existing scholarship. To explore objects-in-process, I consider
authors like Kurt Vonnegut, Philip Roth, Thomas Pynchon, and Philip K. Dick as they
fixate on the production of objects. Vonnegut’s ice-nine, Roth’s gloves, Pynchon’s
paper, and Dick’s knock-off Americana each provides a case study of American
production (and consumption) that is integral to their narrative arc. This makes sense

from a literary historical perspective as these novels confront the unprecedented

4 Igor Kopytoff’s “The Cultural Biography of Things” (1986) provides a roadmap of
objects-in-process. While my interest is on fictionalized objects and the ways they are
narrated in a novel, Kopytoff imagines the ways in which viewing an object as
transforming—rather than as stagnant, whole, and complete—gives a better sense of
an object’s cultural or social functions. Kopytoff’s central insight in that biography—
in an anthropological sense—can supplement our understanding of objects (rather than
looking at the object, or commodity, from an economist’s point of view). When
introducing this biographical approach, Kopytoff provides sample questions—what
queries might be posed following his approach. These include: “Where does the thing
come from and who made it?” “What are the recognized ‘ages’ or periods in the things
‘life’?”” and “How does the thing’s use change with its age, and what happens to it
when it reaches the end of its usefulness?”” (66-67). These questions are useful in terms
of how I approach objects throughout this dissertation and also in terms of
understanding how novelists often treat their objects as robust and transforming, rather
than inert.
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acceleration of US consumer culture while also addressing astounding advances in
technology. As a result, objects both personal (gloves) and societal (the atomic bomb)
are dramaticized alongside each other in the post-World War II American novel. These
objects, appearing in longform description, often reveal the tension between these two
registers, standing as proxies for characters attempting to negotiate complex forces.
Objects, seen as discrete, correspond to the individual; that is, we often see finished
objects as singular units or entities. But novels deconstruct this perception of objects
when they focus on processes, and the novels that interest me do so in order to point to
the diffuse phenomena that act upon individuals. The processes used to create the
object—both material production and the ways in which literature creates these
objects using language—invoke the evolving political and social worlds with which
these twentieth-century writers grapple. By “political,” I refer to the social and
political structures that have controlling interests in the lives of individuals. The term
“political” is almost always nebulous, which is appropriate in this case: the authors
featured in this dissertation illustrate worlds in which “political” and “social” forces
are confusing to the point of illegibility. The other term in the phrase, “feelings,”
denotes affective responses to those larger structures. These affects range broadly
from dismay to hope to anxiety to culpability. Identifying these particular affects is
important, but my primary interest lies in investigating how these novels suggest
connections between atomized feeling and larger political and social structures that

profoundly yet unevenly impact individuals.
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Material Culture in Process

The novels I read feature rich and dynamic portraits of objects that demand
their readers’ attention. While the objects in question range drastically—from Zippo
lighters to V-2 rockets and bespoke leather gloves—these novels imbue their
narratives with the lifecycle of objects. Often, these object sketches are so extensive
and ornately described that they are impossible to ignore. For instance, Rachel
Kushner devotes entire chapters to the production of rubber that will eventually be
made into motorcycle tires. Philip K. Dick walks his reader through the difficulties of
jewelry-making. Such examples show how novelists in the 20" and 21%¢ centuries
center objects in their narratives. But rather than simply mirror the subject-centered
narratives that are presented as the ‘plot’ of the novels in which they appear, these
objects refute, complicate, and redirect readers in ways that character development
cannot. And significantly, these objects are not bounded artifacts revered for their
value or utility; they are broken apart, put back together, put to use, discarded,
destroyed. These novels highlight the processes behind objects. Process, as I use it,
refers to the way objects are narrated as they come into being and as they are used,
maintained, and discarded; in other words, process is the narrativization of materials

as they come to form an object.” Thus I begin with a simple observation: many

3> The term “process” may be misinterpreted to denote physical production. I use the
term as a narratological one. While I am interested in description of physical
production, use, and destruction, I focus squarely on these objects as fictionalized
representations in novels. “Process” remains the best term, as it is not merely
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twentieth-century and contemporary American novels belabor the creation, use, and
destruction of specific objects. By paying attention to these unique object sketches, we
stand to gain a new understanding of post-1945 American literature that foregrounds
affect.

The meticulous narration of objects-in-process in American novels published
from 1960 until today chronicles the privileged yet fraught role of American
manufacturing in the twentieth-century. One effect of this kind of object presentation
is explicitly political. Many novels here uncover some of the labor that goes into the
production of objects—Ilabor that would otherwise be erased. But the exposure of
exploitation does not comprise a Marxian fantasy in which the commodity fetish can
be undone vis-a-vis literary imagination.® The object sketches I unpack cannot be
separated from the central narrative of the novels in which they appear. As such, we
are left with complicated and oftentimes puzzling texts in which objects seem to tell us
a different story entirely from a text’s plot. Rather than focusing on the objects in
isolation, I directly examine these tensions, which allows us to consider objects

relationally. For instance, two chapters set in Brazil in Rachel Kushner’s 2013 novel,

description I investigate, but description of an object throughout its journey as
narrated.

6 This is not to suggest that Marxist scholarship aims toward this “Marxian fantasy,”
but instead that it would be precipitous to read these objects in fiction as reparative in
the logic of Marx’s commodity fetish and the erasure of labor. Often, the objects-in-
process I focus on (Roth’s gloves, Kushner’s tires, etc.) remain mysterious to their
human users, even when novels belabor their extensive processes of creation.
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The Flamethrowers, lay bare horrifying conditions of exploitive capitalism. This may
be moving to readers, but the central characters of the novel cannot move in time and
space the way the component parts of a motorcycle tire can; Kushner’s characters
remain complicit in a system they do not fully comprehend. Here in The
Flamethrowers we see a clear example of how objects roughly correspond to
individuals while the processes of those objects’ making corresponds to the systems
individuals exist within. The interplay between objects-in-process and what we might
call the central concerns of a novel provides an interesting angle that complements
established modes of scholarly inquiry. Rather than supplanting subject-based analysis
with a study of objects, I tease out the vexing divergences that objects-in-process offer
without ignoring a novel’s characters and their narrative journeys.

I turn to methods from material culture studies to consider how the
presentation of objects in twentieth-century American literature shapes the ways we
read. As I’ve mentioned, the object sketches I focus on exist in complex relays with
what we might consider the ‘central narrative’ of novels. The effect of this, I argue, is
affective. The objects-in-process within a fictional world effectively offer a second
narrative, sometimes a counter-narrative, that exposes the characters in a novel as
foolish or shortsighted, materialistic or aloof. But regardless of a character’s behavior
and knowledge, scholars can access deep material histories, tease out connections
between materials that would otherwise be overlooked, and identify the discord
between objects and their human handlers. This discord is well-captured by long-form

fiction. But before discussing how we read for objects-in-process, I want to offer a
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brief history of material culture studies, with particular emphasis on the life-cycle of
objects. Understanding this history helps us understand how political feelings emerge
out of objects-in-process. On one hand, I borrow from the various scholars mentioned
below to develop my particular methodology. On the other, the novels I focus on
deploy representational strategies for objects that emerge from and are responsive to
theoretical and fictional works that theorize objects. Understanding this history of
object study with a focus on the narration of their life-cycles thus exposes the ways
that novels amend, confirm, or reject these ideas through object sketches.

The particular method of material culture studies I employ is unique. First, I
focus on objects as assemblages and pay attention to their component parts instead of
privileging the ‘whole.” Second, my study of objects highlights process to include the
making, use, maintenance, and destruction of an object. This method, however,
borrows much from the robust history of material culture studies, including both older
foundational works and contemporary scholarship. The writings of Karl Marx are
impossible to ignore when considering the development of material culture studies. In
Capital (1867), Marx describes the commodity fetish and its erasure of labor while

also articulating key concepts such as exchange-value and use-value.” These concepts

7 While scholars have applied Marxian theory to studies of the individual, Marx is
unconcerned with interiority in his writing even as he investigates the category of the
subject from a sociological perspective. Scholars in British cultural studies (a prime
example being Raymond Williams, in his foundational 1977 text, Marxism and
Literature) greatly extend Marx’s work into these regions.
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remain central to this dissertation, as so many of the novelists featured think through
the tenets of capitalism, often at a micro scale that involves both exchange and use-
values. Writing half a century later, Martin Heidegger argued in Being and Time
(1927) that ontological “being” cannot exist in the absence of the material world,
thereby establishing a link between subjective experience and materiality. In a certain
way, this is an intensification of Marx’s notion that all human relations are material
relations under capitalism. Heidegger’s key point for material culture studies, that to
study existence necessitates a consideration of materiality, is an insight that has shaped
the work of many scholars interested in objects and how they are represented. While
Marx’s body is of work is economic/political and Heidegger’s is phenomenological,
each offers an example of object study that helps to unveil historical and social truths
perform. That social relations can inhere in objects (Marx) and existence itself is
material (Heidegger) are observations that undergird every reading I offer.

While my focus on process is distinct in that it decenters the singular object, it
is indebted to the well-trodden study of the ‘life-cycle’ of objects. The 1980s featured
burgeoning interest in this area of object study, with scholars such as Susan Stewart,
Igor Kopytoff and Arjun Appadurai reconceptualizing objects in terms of their social
functions. Stewart’s On Longing (1984), for instance, argues that narratives of
collection often obscure narratives of production. Importantly, Stewart is interested in
the transformation of the object, especially once it becomes part of the collection or
serves as a souvenir. In 1986, Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things:

Commodities in Cultural Perspective shifted object study by outlining the many ways
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that objects underscore culture from academics across the humanities. Like Stewart,
the scholars in Appadurai’s collection are interested in the narratives that objects
reveal when they are taken seriously, but from a cultural perspective rather than a
personal one.

Igor Kopytoff’s “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as
Process” (1986) argues that objects and people are constructed similarly in the
twentieth-century. With an anthropological bent, Kopytoff argues that culture shapes
both commodities and people, which have only been polarized as distinct in recent
centuries. According to Kopytoff, even what can be considered a commodity is
culturally constructed. He also emphasizes process—the process of commodification
that defines and is defined by late capitalism. Certainly, Kopytoff’s line of thinking is
indebted to Marx’s, but significantly, he branches out from the purely economic,
highlighting the “moral economy that stands behind the objective economy of visible
transactions” (64). In the introduction to the same collection, “Commodities and the
Politics of Value,” Appadurai argues that “the link between exchange and value is
politics” (3). In contradistinction to Kopytoff, Appadurai positions objects as cultural
actors rather than as conduits for understanding culture.

These debates led to more recent ones surrounding object agency taken up by
scholars in new materialisms and object-oriented ontology such as Bruno Latour and
Graham Harman. The nuances of such debates maintain only peripheral importance to
this dissertation, but the focus on agency suggests that overall, material culture studies

has developed since the 1980s to pay increasing attention to process and narrative.
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This is particularly significant as several of the authors I study reconceptualize our
understanding of objects through the medium of the novel. For instance, Don
DeLillo’s White Noise (1986) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), which are featured
in the third chapter, both use objects-in-process to rethink the ways that human
subjects are constituted. Rather than ‘applying’ the groundbreaking theories in
material culture studies that emerged in the 1980s to these novels, I read the two—
scholarship and fiction—as complimentary. Key to understanding how objects work in
these texts from the 1980s is an appreciation of process. The object is now social,
cultural and personal, but more than anything, it is transformational, and it is this
transformation that material culture studies helps us understand.

Material culture studies scholarship that focuses specifically on process holds
central importance to my method as so many objects featured in this dissertation were
at the cutting edge of scientific and industrial production at the time in which they
were written about. In the 1990s and early 2000s, material culture studies expanded to
confront developments in technology. Often, scholars wrote about vexing objects that
were as confounding as they were dazzling—especially when these objects seemed to
enhance human power but entailed hidden costs and conditions. For instance, Jean
Baudrillard’s The System of Objects (1996) explores objects of technology that
renegotiate the role of the human. In a chapter titled “The Abstractness of Power,” for
instance, Baudrillard argues that as twentieth-century (which we might call ‘modern”)
objects become more abstract (a computer, for instance, versus a more rudimentary

object such as a hammer), their power could not be seen as an extension of the human
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form and thus must be considered symbolic power. The effect of this is complex: the
spectacular technologies of the twentieth-century dominate and control their human
users rather than signaling humanity’s progress.8 In many instances in this
dissertation, objects-in-process beckon their human creators by promising a sense of
power, but by the end of the novel, the objects actually limit and circumscribe the role
of the human. Vonnegut’s ice-nine and Pynchon’s V-2 rocket serve as the two most
literal examples. In the course of his career, Baudrillard shifts from classic Marxian
thinking by focusing on consumption instead of production. In several novels that
appear in this dissertation, the two are inextricably tied as both production and
consumption have accelerated and converged. Baudrillard is often considered a
postmodernist theorist and rarely a material culture scholar. Nevertheless, his work
brings the two together, in part because, like many scholars of his generation,
postmodern theories necessarily confronted innovative objects that compromised their

human users as much as they seduced them. In several instances in this dissertation, I

8 There is an affinity between this work and Guy Debord’s The Society of the
Spectacle (1967) as well as Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood.” Debord talks about
the spectacle as a degradation of human experience; for him, the spectacle is a
mediator of human interaction and thus, signals a decline brought about by the media
and modern culture. Fried’s famous essay polemically attacks minimalism (he calls it
literalism) focused on the viewers experience to the extent that it failed as art; to Fried,
it staged an experience that was not unique to art. I cite Debord and Fried here as both
writers confront modernity with scorn for their technological (and artistic)
developments, which they read as evidence of decline.
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study objects that have a vexed relationship with their human users because of
precisely the tension of power that Baudrillard cites.

In 2001, Bill Brown established a new branch of material culture studies,
“Thing Theory,” which was first introduced in an introduction to a special issue of
Critical Inquiry. Brown’s seminal work expands on how objects mediate and attenuate
human power by suggesting that objects and human subjects coauthor their
relationships. This insight informs numerous reading offered by this dissertation. For
example, the Model T Ford in E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime ultimately constricts the
freedom of Coalhouse Walker, but this is so because of “a particular subject-object
relation” that is culturally informed and dramatized on the micro scale that is the
world of the novel (Brown 4). Brown, like Baudrillard, is interested in the relationship
between humans and objects. In a sense, both ask which constitutes—or is constituted
by—the other. Brown, however, works to inaugurate a field of study that is centered
on objects. He famously writes: “The story of objects asserting themselves as things,
then, is the story of a changed relation to the human subject and thus the story of how
the thing really names less an object than a particular subject-object relation” (4).
Brown builds on Heidegger’s theory of ontology but focuses on how objects and
subjects work to constitute each other, thereby laying the groundwork for robust
conversations about object agency.

Debates about object agency, even if well-rehearsed in the field of material
culture studies, inform my work as so many of the novels I study foreground an

object’s ability to influence its surroundings and its human users. Scholars such as
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Graham Harman and Bruno Latour claim that objects, like humans, possess agency in
that they exert influence over their surroundings. Jane Bennett complements this line
of thinking, arguing that matter has a /ife of its own in her groundbreaking monograph,
Vibrant Matter (2010).° Particularly significant to the study of objects-in-process is
Bennett’s work on assemblages, which she defines as “ad hoc groupings of diverse
elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts” (23). She strives “to highlight some of the
limitations in human-centered theories of action,” using the assemblage to do so (24).
Bennett’s work, like many of the others cited here, helps me to move from objects to
larger cultural narratives, considering how matter can elucidate truths that subjects
often cannot. Most of this scholarship decenters the human subject, offering an object
scrutinized for its use-value and for the influence it may exert due to its form and
composition.

Because this dissertation investigates objects as they are being made, [ borrow
from recent scholarship that focuses on object production. Tim Ingold’s Making serves

as a primary example. Ingold poetically imagines “the relation between thinking and

9 Bill Brown has updated thing theory over the course of his career to feature the
assemblage as a central concept for understanding objects. His 2015 monograph,
Other Things, updates the methodology of thing theory with a length section on
assemblages. In 2020, Brown’s Critical Inquiry essay, “Re-Assemblage (Theory,
Practice, Mode),” quips that the author is “finally picking up the thing—in its
thingness—for the first time—in the mode of assemblage” (259). Brown traces
assemblage theory to Deleuze and Guattari. The repositioning of Brown’s own work
showcases the rising importance of the assemblage in thing theory specifically and
even in object studies more broadly.
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making” as “mak[ing] through thinking” and simultaneously, as “think[ing] through
making,” based on the perspective of the theorist or the craftsman (6). Ingold’s key
insight here is that making physical objects is an act of knowledge production. In spite
of the elitism unavoidable in focusing on handmade goods that are often only
attainable by certain classes of people, we might take note from scholars like Ingold
who are writing about making real objects in the world. Making is process-oriented
and often communal. It therefore speaks to the relations between the individual and
the social more than a focus on finished artifacts can. Rather than studying the
surfaces of objects that appear without etiological narration (DeLillo’s generically
packaged white grocery store items, which, I argue, actually demand consideration of
that obscured narrative of making, serve as a prime example), focusing on making
allows for a deeper view of the stories that stand behind objects that would otherwise
appear whole, bounded, traceless. I extend Ingold’s work as this dissertation focuses
on literary representations of how objects are made instead of studying ‘real’ objects.
Nevertheless, my method of object study mines a similar vein in that objects are
considered as storytellers with a particular perspective that cannot be replicated by
humans or characters.

My version of object studies decenters the object in question, replacing the
privileged whole with parts and process. In so doing, I investigate the narratives that
stand behind objects and their constitutive parts. I extend the thinking of scholars who
promote the agency of objects by considering the role of the human as I investigate

how American authors represent the process of creating and destroying objects. This is
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for patently political reasons. In 2022, we are dealing with simultaneous global,
national, and local crises—the COVID-19 pandemic and climate disaster to name only
two of many. As such, while I examine objects closely and maintain their powers of
revelation, I depart from the line of thinking that objects and subjects should be
considered on equal planes. I join other scholars in this belief. Sarah Wasserman, for
instance, writes: “While [new materialist] work has given us provocative new ways to
evaluate the importance of objects, especially in relation to geography, bioethics,
environmental science, and politics, it prizes liveliness over death or disappearance
and elides the inevitably important role that humans play vis-a-vis objects in each of
these realms” (13). Even as I focus my writing on descriptions of objects as they
evolve from ideas to material things and subsequently devolve into unusable scraps,
leftovers, or obsolescent matter, the role of the human remains central to my work.
This is another reason that “process” is the term I focus on: process imbues objects
with liveliness of their own, while simultaneously invoking the makers and users of
the object. This is in no small part because the authors I study are themselves deeply
committed to exploring the experiences of their human characters who must navigate

the changing, frequently catastrophic world around them.

Political Feelings
What is the payoff of reading for objects-in-process? In each chapter of this
dissertation, I focus on constellations of objects in order to consider a political

orientation between individual characters and social structures. These political
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orientations vary: objects condemn and indict, they exonerate, they provide
historicization while demanding more of it, they relate our complicity, they call to
action. These are political orientations that the novels relay. In thinking about the
political, I borrow from both Michel Foucault and Fredic Jameson. Foucault’s
Discipline and Punish (1975) describes the political as a (usually imbalanced) power
dynamic. For instance, he explains that the “political investment of the body is bound
up, in accordance with complex reciprocal relations, with its economic use; it is
largely as a force of production that the body is invested with relations of power and
domination” (25-6). Later in the monograph, Foucault explores criminal execution to
convey the tethered relationship between the individual and political structures, which
is chiefly about power and control. He writes: “The public execution is to be
understood not only as a judicial, but also as a political ritual. It belongs, even in
minor cases, to the ceremonies by which power is manifested” (47). While Foucault is
writing about punishment specifically, he offers a view of the political that is useful in
thinking how it might be thought about alongside twentieth-century American
literature. Specifically, the political is always about power relationships between
institutions and individuals, with the individuals being controlled by those institutions,
usually for economic ends. While Foucault demonstrates the insidiousness of political
relationships between structures and individuals, Jameson shows us its ubiquity. The
Political Unconscious (1981) reminds us that any artistic object is rooted in the
political. Jameson writes: The Political Unconscious “conceives of the political

perspective not as some supplementary method, not as an optional auxiliary to other
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interpretive methods . . . but rather as the absolute horizon of all reading and all
interpretation” (1). Both Foucault and Jameson demand historicization as a way to
unveil the political dimensions of our texts, objects, and institutions. In this
dissertation, I use political to refer to ubiquitous yet often veiled relationships of
power between structures and individuals; the novels I explore provide object sketches
that identify and critique these relations by sketching out affective orientations toward
them.

While the political dimensions of objects provide one tangible benefit of
reading recent American novels for the ways in which they narrate objects as they
transition in and out of being, I am more interested in the affect associated with the
political orientations that these object sketches convey. For example, Vonnegut’s dual
object worlds that he portrays in his 1960s novels provide complementary object
lessons. Cat’s Cradle (1963) sketches the creation of objects that inevitably lead to
humanity’s demise; Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) reminds us of the rudimentary and
archaic nature of modern warfare. These are political alignments, but they are relayed
as affective political orientations, which are only accessible by encountering objects-
in-process. The novel is the ideal technology to relate this kind of political sentiment,
as it allows for intertwined narratives of both characters and objects as they exist
under late capitalism. In this sense, the novel can depict not only systemic and
structural forces, but their impact—psychic, material, and physical—on individuals.
Objects-in-process help us fee/ what it is like to live as political subjects. To return to

the example of Vonnegut writing in the 1960s, this kind of reading does not simply
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conclude that that World War II ought to be reconsidered without the trappings of
patriotic American historical records. Instead, we gain an insight into how
disorienting, despairing, and even disastrous it can be to live during wartime and after
it, when the present distorts or elides the material experience of the past.

To make sense of the affect residing in objects-in-process, I turn to the work of
several scholars, including Heather Love, Lauren Berlant, Eve Sedgwick, Sianne Ngai,
and Wendy Brown. Heather Love’s Feeling Backward Loss and the Politics of Queer
History (2007), is especially significant, as it takes up affect as a diagnostic mode.
Love is invested in thinking about the idea of “backwardness” as “intimately bound up
with” the notions of “progress, rationality, and technological advance” that seem to
categorize “[t]he idea of modernity” (5). The novels I study are deeply concerned with
how objects that are categorized as “technology” constitute modernity while often
refuting its central tenets (collective well-being, sophistication, increased power and
productivity of the individual). Lauren Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011) similarly
charts how modernity’s promises often contain their own negation. She introduces the
concept referenced by her title to make cultural claims about imagined futures. She
defines cruel optimism as a “relation” that “exists when something you desire is
actually an obstacle to your flourishing” (1). I am interested in Berlant’s work also for
its affinity to the material world; she writes: “The suffusion of the ordinary with
fantasy is what justifies the project’s attempt to produce a materialist context for affect
theory” (14). Berlant uses materialist in the Marxist sense, but her notion that our

personal longings and national narratives intersect in the every day is useful for my
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engagement with objects. Sianne Ngai’s Ugly Feelings uses affect theory to consider
how frustration and failure serve as diagnostics of the present. Her work, like Love’s
and Berlant’s, reads “minor feelings” to better understand larger cultural and political
structures. Finally, Wendy Brown’s treatment of power offers a vocabulary for
thinking about political feeling. For instance, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in
Late Modernity (1995), examines how woundedness and injury have become core
factors in identity. Especially in novels that address the injury and inequity of race
relations in the U.S., Brown’s ideas are relevant, as they show that “personal” injury is

quite often structural and social.

The Post-45 American Novel

The novels I study range in publication date from 1963 to 2013. This fifty-year
period is somewhat arbitrary in terms of literary schools of thought, but it spans the
periods of postmodernism and the contemporary. Each of these labels connotes a
range of generic and stylistic features (greater focus on each can be found in the
chapters that follow where individual novels are concerned). Post-45 literature is
generally considered a field of its own, and while I begin with 1963, this dissertation
nevertheless participates in “post45” as a field of inquiry. The reason I begin in 1963,
rather than with earlier post World War II novels, is because this dissertation attempts
to catalogue both technological innovations and countercultural responses to the
changing world observable after the War. While industrialization was a process that

began much earlier, vibrant countercultural responses to the hyper-commodification
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observed after World War II appears most prominently in fiction starting in the 1960s.
The trend I identify—the proliferation of representations of objects-in-process that
reveal political feelings—carries into the contemporary. I close my study in 2013
because Rachel Kushner’s The Flamethrowers is a prime example of a recent novel
that uses objects to examine feelings of complicity in the twenty-first-century.

All the primary texts that appear in this dissertation are American novels. The
longform nature of the novel allows the process of object development to unfold over
the course of many pages. Additionally, the novel (especially the postmodern novel)
allows for temporal and spatial shifts that tell the story of objects in depth; this is more
difficult in shorter works. The expansiveness of the novel (especially its capacity to
narrate trans-historically) exposes the link between the individual and the social as
objects-in-process lead us to the political valences of the world as narrated by the text.
Finally, the novel is polyvocal. Treating objects not as unified wholes but as
symptoms of the conflicted and complicated political landscape of the twentieth-
century necessitates this polyvocality. That all of the novels featured are American
makes sense as this project is centrally concerned with countercultural reactions to
technological developments and cultural changes that occurred in the United States. I
am particularly interested in American responses to changing political and social
circumstances that authors both observed and faced. In part, this dissertation tracks
countercultural movement in the US from the 1960s until today, which is most legible

in American novels. Lastly, the country-specific focus of this dissertation allows us to
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see nation building (and resistance to hegemonic narratives of nation building) in

portraits of objects-in-process.

Organization & Methodology

Each chapter of this dissertation focuses specifically on one decade while
offering a comparative analysis of two authors whose novel from the decade in
question is considered to be their magnum opus. Decades are, of course, arbitrary
markers of time.!? Nevertheless, they are useful insofar as both artists and historians
rely on the decade as a discrete unit of time in order to organize events, trends, and
collective sentiments. In all four chapters, I am concerned with the ways in which
historians have remembered a specific decade, which contrasts the depictions set forth
by the novelists. In the second chapter, which confronts accusations of pervasive
narcissism in the 1970s, both first responder critics (historians writing during the
1970s about the 1970s) and contemporary academics writing about the seventies are
foregrounded. Throughout the dissertation, historical accounts that name and critique

collective affect are used to provide context for the novels at hand. The novels from

10 Chuck Klosterman’s recent monograph, The Nineties (2022) offers useful language
for thinking about periodization. Klosterman writes: “Decades are about cultural
perception, and culture can’t read a clock. The 1950s started in the 1940s. The sixties
began when John Kennedy demanded we go to the moon in ‘62” (1). Klosterman goes
on to provide additional examples, explaining how the decade is an arbitrary marker of
time. I maintain this kind of thinking throughout the dissertation. Nevertheless, the
decade is a useful marker of time because it is so often invoked as a way to think
through cultural divides, changes, and developments.
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the seventies for instance (Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow and E.L.
Doctorow’s Ragtime) confront the intensification of individuality, which is
highlighted through objects like the Model T Ford and the V-2 rocket. Each chapter
investigates how representations of objects respond to their contemporary context.
Each chapter is also comparative. Rather than using a single author for each chapter, I
focus on two, which allows for generative comparisons that more fully illustrate the
literary moment in question. For example, the third chapter addresses both Don
DeLillo’s White Noise (1985) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987). While this is an
unexpected pairing, it reveals how DeLillo’s novel confronts race and how Morrison’s
confronts the perils of global capitalism. Reading them together illustrates how both
novels are about the 1980s even as they address topics with considerable range. I
revisit canonical novels from a new angle to understand how objects-in-process reflect
political feeling over the course of fifty years. This project is focused on the novels in
question, but also with the moments in which they were published, offering a

sustained effort in literary history.

Chapter Summaries

The first chapter, “‘A complete artificial America’: Embracing Illegibility
through Objects in American Novels of the 1960s,” confronts how novels published in
the 1960s recast World War II in a critical light. This re-historicization was made
possible, I argue, because of emerging protest moments that reached a crescendo as a

young and politically active generation critiqued the United States on several fronts. In
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this chapter, I consider three texts from two authors: Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the
High Castle (1962) and both of Kurt Vonnegut’s novels from the decade, Cat’s Cradle
(1963) and Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). All three of these novels are works of science
fiction that adapt the conventions of the genre to perform political critique. Dick’s
dizzying narrative hones in on the creation of (in)authentic objects as a way to prompt
readers to question the so-considered real historical record of World War II. More
often than not, Dick’s novel leaves us without answers, forcing readers to linger with
questions that its narrative will not provide answers for. Cat’s Cradle, published in
1963, fictionalizes the creation of the atomic bomb with a parallel chemical creation
that ultimately brings about the apocalypse. Slaughterhouse-Five, rather than
imagining the logical extension of a dangerous course of object development, re-
historicizes WWII by detailing the Bombing of Dresden in 1945 with gritty and
violent details that do not bespeak advanced technology, but wanton carnage and
cruelty. Rudimentary and medieval objects populate the pages of this text. In all three
of these novels, objects are presented in the process of being constructed, used, and
destroyed. And yet, these objects are often left inscrutable or opaque. These object
representations perform two central functions: they recast normative versions of
United States history by putting pressure on the idea of American supremacy and they
caution against the trajectory of the American military that has expanded in tandem
with technological developments. This portrayal offers a cautionary tale and a

corrective one; these objects recast the past and paint a harrowing image for the future.
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The second chapter, “‘The etiology ought to be traced, the treatment found™”:
Making and Meaning in American Novels of the 1970s,” investigates how novels
published during the decade confronted fraught notions of individuality. The 1970s
saw a proliferation of movements focused on individuality—the EST movement,
adaptation and appropriation of Eastern religions and practices (yoga, meditation)—as
well as objects that signaled a heightening sense of individuality (the VHS tape, the
pet rock). In the chapter, I focus on Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) and
E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975). I focus on two central objects in Gravity’s Rainbow:
paper that is made by Slothrop’s (a central figure of the novel) family whose
manufacturing is critiqued by anthropomorphized trees and a mysterious rocket
serialized with five zeroes and its material composition. For both of these objects-in-
process, illegibility and opacity intertwine with personal complicity. Alternatively, E.L
Doctorow’s Ragtime presents readers with quite a different narrative as it nostalgically
looks back from the 1970s to New York in the early twentieth-century, offering
intwined narratives that include veritable historical figures (Harry Houdini, Henry
Ford, et al.) and fictional characters of different races and classes. The central
narrative of Ragtime is one of racial injustice and redemption; its central object a
Model T Ford that is defiled and eventually restored. I examine how the Model T Ford
works to caution against the kind of individualism that inheres in objects that only
ostensibly promote collective well-being. Read together, Gravity’s Rainbow and

Ragtime recast the 1970s as a time of fraught notions of selthood that were
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underwritten by the illegibility and misapprehension of social, political, and economic
structures.

The third chapter, “A ‘World Full of Abandoned Meaning’: Atrocity in
American Novels of the 1980s,” investigates how novels published during this decade
confront the notion of mass death. The 1980s saw a range of disastrous social
conditions, many of which were exacerbated by Reagan’s conservative social and
economic policies: the AIDS crisis, the erosion of welfare, the onset of the so-called
war on drugs, and deteriorating race relations propagated by racist policies in areas
from housing to education. In this chapter, I focus on two key novels that have rarely
been written about together: Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985) and Toni Morrison’s
Beloved (1987). White Noise is a novel full of objects: generic food items famously
presented in nondescript white packaging, a drug that promises to ward off the fear of
death, books, television sets, radios, tricycles, and others. I focus on these objects,
arguing that their narration relays pervasive anxiety about death and destruction, now
inflected by late capitalism. Beloved tells the story of an enslaved woman who takes
her daughter’s life to prevent her from experiencing the brutalities of slavery. The
objects of Beloved include a tobacco tin, velvet, crystal earrings, furniture, a pair of
black shoes, foodways, and various articles of clothing. Some of the novel’s objects
are difficult to categorize, like the house, called “124,” which is anthropomorphized
with adjectives such as “spiteful,” “loud,” and “quiet.” This chapter considers
Morrison’s objects that instantiate the long specter of chattel slavery and its lingering

effects. Beloved has historically been read as a novel about slavery and White Noise as
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one about the perils of late capitalism; by reading the two novels together, we gain
insight into how Beloved is a text about late capitalism and how White Noise is a novel
about pervasive racism.

The fourth chapter, “Craving Depths that Don’t Exist”: Masculine Frustration
in American Novels of the 1990s,” investigates how novels published in this decade
explore fraught masculinity. This chapter centers two generically distinct novels: Tim
O’Brien’s The Things They Carried (1990) and Philip Roth’s American Pastoral
(1997). Both of these novels historicize the 1990s by looking back to the Vietham War
and its lasting impact on American culture writ large. Both also focus on American
masculinity, offering a strong independent male protagonist who struggles with
cultural changes that perplex him. Moreover, both novels use objects as an inroad to
consider affect on a mass scale. O’Brien’s narrative resists hegemonic, mainstream
narratives of the Vietnam War precisely vis-a-vis its intense material focus. By
focusing on Zippo lighters, love letters, canteens, pocket knives, chewing gum and
many other sundry personal use objects, The Things They Carried centers the human
element of warfare that was—and continues to be—Ilargely absent in standard
historical account of global conflict. Philip Roth’s American Pastoral is a longer and
more complex novel, offering the story of Seymour Levov, traced from his days as a
teenage hometown hero to a father in despair who cannot understand his daughter’s
violent acts of anti-Vietnam War protest. This descent is coterminous with shifts in the
production of gloves, which is the source of wealth for the Levov family. By paying

careful attention to the making of gloves in the novel, my analysis unpacks how the
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novel stages object production to explore outmoded models of American masculinity
that can no longer be relied on to understand and navigate the world. Taken together,
these two novels use objects to condemn certain models of American masculinity and
to dramatize generational divides that defy mainstream narratives of unfettered
American progress.

The concluding segment of this dissertation, “Coda: Political Feeling and the
Use of Literature,” imagines the applicability of this project more broadly. The first
part of the coda thinks through recent debates in methodologies for reading with
particular emphasis on post-critique and the state of the humanities today. Following
this discussion, the coda focuses specifically on complicity with structures and
systems that are both objectionable and unavoidable, using Rachel Kushner’s 7The
Flamethrowers (2013) as a case study. Kushner’s novel weaves together multiple
narrative threads and temporal modes. By crossing time and space, the fictional world
of the novel privileges the reader by offering perspectives that remain unavailable to
its characters. I offer a close reading of interrelated objects: trees, sap extracted from
those trees, and motorcycle tires are produced from those raw materials. By reading
two desultory chapters in the novel, I consider the effect of deep historical narratives
that are only traceable to the main characters through material objects who cannot, by
themselves, reveal such roots. This final contemplation explores how the
representations of objects-in-process continue to pervade American literature and
forecasts future directions for reading affect through a materialist lens in contemporary

literature.
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Chapter 1

"A COMPLETE ARTIFICIAL AMERICA": EMBRACING ILLEGIBILITY
THROUGH OBJECTS IN AMERICAN NOVELS OF THE 1960s

The 1960s, for many, connotes a time of rapid cultural change symbolized by
vociferous protesters carrying cardboard signs down American streets. The U.S.
historical record, constituted by television, film, literature, as well as scholarly
monographs, tends to corroborate this image of dissatisfied youth as newly galvanized
protestors.!! In the U.S., the 60s brought change on many fronts: there was intensified
focus on race relations (Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech in 1963, the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965); progress made in
technology on a mass scale (the space race was ultimately “won” by the United States
when Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed on the moon in 1969, the same year in
which the internet was established by the U.S. military); and numerous cultural
touchstones that helped define the decade took place (Super Bowl I in 1967, the first
Woodstock in 1969). All of these events, though, were circumscribed by the Vietnam

War and the Cold War, which took firm hold over the collective imaginary of the

1T Examples of recent artistic work representing the 1960s abound. Television shows
such as Mad Men (2007) and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (2017) look back on the
sixties nostalgically as a time of rapid social change, especially in terms of gender and
race. Films such as Catch Me If You Can (2002) and Across the Universe (2007)
signal an enduring interest in the decade, with special focus on the emergence of
dissent into mainstream American culture.



United States in the 1960s. The Berlin Wall, erected in 1961, served as a poignant
symbol of international divisions founded on ideological differences. Even at home in
the United States, while all sorts of culturally significant events were taking place,
they were subsumed under the anxieties and pressures that were brought about by
these dual international conflicts. These global affairs spurred young people to speak
out in protest; the political efficacy of students and marginalized communities rose in
the wake of contradiction, uncertainty, and unevenness in social progress. The 1960s
was also a time of reckoning with the American past to a degree that had not yet been
allowed into mainstream thinking. Writers borrowed the critical perspective of
dissenters to the US government and its military in the 1960s to reimagine the past.
This is especially true in terms of how American novelists wrote about World War II
during the 1960s. Several works mined the vein of American protest movements in
two critical ways: (1) they ironically presented a cultural unmaking by narrating the
construction of warfare objects and (2) they showed that illegibility was a core feature
of understanding American culture at midcentury.

The 1960s saw an abundance of literary publications that responded to vexing
changes often seen as uneven or contradictory. The novel is especially well-suited to
confront contradiction due its ability to manifest polyvocal perspectives. For instance,
the fervor of nationalism fueled by the image of Neil Armstrong landing on the moon
might coexist on the page with the impetus to drive toward inclusive social change
incited by Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Instead of relying on well-

tread accusations of the younger generation’s indulgences, novels allow for the kind of



inconsistencies necessary to capture the gritty realities of a decade, which can never be
easily categorized as patently one thing or another. Literature of the 1960s asks us
repeatedly to reassess and evaluate, but maintains opacity and illegibility as central
features of culture in the United States at midcentury.!2 Especially notable literary
achievements from the decade that exemplify this trend include: John Updike’s
Rabbit, Run (1960), Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1962), Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the
High Castle (1962), Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle (19