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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, 



 ix 

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 
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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.1 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.2 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 

 
 
1 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.4 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 20th and 21st 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.5 Thus I begin with a simple observation: many 

 
 
5 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—labor 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-à-vis literary imagination.6 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.7 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 life of its own in her groundbreaking monograph, 

Vibrant Matter (2010).9 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, I 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-à-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 feel 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.10 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 selfhood 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 Vietnam 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—largely 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 The 

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.11 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 

 
 
11 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.  
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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 
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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.12 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 (1963), Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar 

(1963), Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1963), Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five 

(1969), Ishmael Reed’s Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down (1969), and Philip Roth’s 

Portnoy’s Complaint (1969). While a critical synopsis of all of these works is outside 

the scope of this chapter, there are recognizable strands of commonality that emerge. 

Attention to justice, the struggle to make sense of a changing world, and anxieties 

surrounding technology and its potential uses can all be recognized throughout the 

aforementioned novels. All of these novels negotiate a rapidly changing world, but 

insist that clear and concise answers are impossible to come by.  

 The changing world of the 1960s meant a changing object world. The 

economic boom of the postwar period saw the rise of the middle class, and thus, 

 
 
12 Throughout this chapter, I use the terms illegibility and opacity more or less 
interchangeably, but with one important difference. “Illegibility” implies a character’s 
fraught or failed attempt to read or see an object (this could be a material object or an 
abstract one) while “opacity” refers more generally to the unattainable or unseeable 
(without necessarily implying a character’s intent to see what cannot be found).  
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everyday objects changed on account of both technology and access to items produced 

in a rapidly industrializing world. For instance, the tape cassette and the portable 

calculator were invited in the 1960s; family television sets, music players, and 

personal dishwashers all became more ubiquitous. Simultaneously, warfare 

technologies, following on the heels of the atomic bomb, were enhanced and refined. 

In novels from the sixties, intense focus on objects—and how specific objects come to 

be—can be seen. A number of American novels published in the 1960s, especially the 

three featured in this chapter, offer a juxtaposition of objects: ones that symbolize 

modernity through their technological prowess, and crude ones that complicate or 

even defy narratives of progress altogether. The coexistence of, say, a child’s string 

used to play a classic game and the development of the most advanced chemical 

compound on Earth, can exist playfully together in the American novel of the 1960s. 

By reading carefully for objects as they are narrated—from idea to material thing and 

sometimes even to waste—we stand to gain an understanding of why such a mélange 

of objects exists in so much 1960s literature. In the three novels that occupy the pages 

of this chapter, objects taunt us: they reject notions of American progress by 

remaining inscrutable.  

 The importance of nonsense, inscrutability, and opacity in the field of post45 

American literature has long been established, but the relationship between the 

murkiness inherent in the social and political structures of post-World War II America 

and affect has not. Nearly any literary introduction to postmodernism will make the 

point that one feature of the literary style of postmodernism is open-endedness, lack of 
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clarity, confusion. For example, Paula Geyh’s introduction to The Cambridge 

Companion to Postmodern American Fiction (2017) asserts: “The story of postmodern 

American fiction could also be seen as the making present of that which was absent 

throughout the previous history of American literature” (1). Geyh further explicates 

literary postmodernism throughout her introduction, noting “the two most significant 

new presences” as “the author within the narrative itself” and the inclusion of 

“multiple ‘others,’ authors who had moved from the margins of literature to its, now in 

turn, multiple, centers” (1). There are many features of postmodernism such as these 

two that can be identified, traced, and considered as turning points in literary history. 

To note, though, it is almost pat to say that postmodernism cannot be defined neatly or 

completely; that part of its literary style, is, in fact, resistance to such clarity of 

analysis. Geyh admits, for instance that this companion text is unlikely to “settle these 

debates about postmodernism,” leaving open much to interpretation as the literature of 

the time did (2). There are, though, other approaches. Brain McHale, for instance, 

spells out a laundry list of “schools, movements, and genres” (2) of postmodernism in 

the introduction of The Cambridge Introduction of Postmodernism, then posits: “If 

you connected up all these figures, as in a connect-the-dots puzzle, would a picture of 

the era’s culture emerge? (3). He then answers: “It is the hope of this book that it will” 

(3). McHale follows a well-paved trend, which is to demystify and dismantle, in spite 

of postmodern art’s resistance to such demystification and dismantling. This approach, 

broadly construed, is overtly masculine, dismissive of affect, and focused on clear and 

concise answers. Of course, brilliant analyses have emerged from this kind of work, 
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even if this kind of scholarship seems to miss the point of postmodern literature 

altogether. This is not to say all postmodern scholarship falls into trap of demanding 

novels serve as puzzles, especially work on African American postmodernism, work 

indebted to feminist and queer studies, and works that take nonsense seriously. Ted 

Hiebert’s In Praise of Nonsense: Aesthetics, Uncertainty, and Postmodern Identity 

(2012) serves as an excellent example, as does Judith Halberstam’s The Queer Art of 

Failure (2011). Both of these texts see breakdown and discontinuities as qualities of 

twentieth-century and contemporary art that should be taken seriously, rather than 

simply as obstacles that can be overcome with the right set of eyes.13 Borrowing from 

this scholarship, my investigation into American novels of the 1960s considers how 

objects-in-process insist that illegibility is a cultural mainstay that cannot be 

conquered. Additionally, however, I tease out the ways these objects both show 

cultural change and provide affective lessons in coping with these very changes.   

  In this chapter, I focus on three novels: Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High 

Castle (1962) and two from Kurt Vonnegut, Cat’s Cradle (1963) and Slaughterhouse-

Five (1969). I argue that the 1960s, as a historical moment in the United States, paved 

 
 
13 Mark Greif’s The Age of the Crisis of Man (2015) investigates the midcentury 
phenomena of the belief that human nature faced the risk of being perverted by 
barbarism. While he does not write about either Kurt Vonnegut or Philip K. Dick 
specifically, his monograph historicizes images of human nature as they were 
represented in American literature. One chapter of his text, titled “The Sixties as Big 
Bang,” explores how in the 1960s “the discourse of the crisis of man” was still being 
used (265). Greif writes about how the sixties ushered in a host of changes, though, to 
include the voices of women and African Americans to a greater extent.  
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the way for more critical and forcefully countercultural narratives. It is no surprise that 

such narratives are legible in fictions produced at the time. By reading the object 

worlds of these three novels together, we gain an understanding of how materiality 

and historicity are bound together. These novels concentrate on the construction of 

objects to expose the new forms of inscrutability of the 1960s. While Vonnegut offers 

playful but earnest tales of caution and correction, Dick complicates the idea of history 

itself, leaving us to ponder what authenticity means and whether truth can be accessed. 

In all three works, the search for truth ultimately fails, and the novels’ meaning comes 

from that failure. Objects and their narrative arcs may seem to offer strategies for 

making sense of the chaotic worlds described across these three novels. And yet, these 

objects do not provide such clarity. Instead, they continue to withhold, they overpower 

their human users, they do not make sense of the illegible worlds they exist within. 

The Vietnam War and the Cold War prompt Dick and Vonnegut to depict incoherence 

and illegibility as touchstones of the American narrative. The do so through portraits 

of objects that are complex, misunderstood, and misrecognized. This kind of opacity 

remains unresolved throughout all three novels, but instead of suggesting that literary 

objects are unvaluable, the novels maintain that these objects—especially as they are 

narrated throughout their life cycles—reveal incoherence and illegibility as central to 

the 1960s. To be sure, illegibility here does not describe political and social structures, 

but instead, outlines an adaptive affective response towards those structures. Kurt 

Vonnegut and Philip K. Dick create object worlds whose careful and complex 
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narratives ultimately demand that accepting opacity and the unknown are affective 

prerequisites for living in—and historicizing—the 1960s.  

 

Philip K. Dick’s Productive Forgeries    

 The central narrative of The Man in the High Castle involves a complex search 

for meaning, as do both Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse-Five. In Dick’s novel, this 

search is torturous. Set in a counter-factual America in which the Allies lost World 

War II, the country is divided into Nazi- and Japanese-ruled territories. Robert 

Childan, an antiques dealer, attempts to sell phony objects to wealthy Japanese 

residents in the Pacific States of America; Frank Frink (née Fink), secretly Jewish, 

founds a jewelry business and blackmails the company Childan uses (Wyndam-

Matson) for financing; Frink’s ex-wife, Julianna, travels with an Italian ex-solider, Joe 

Cinnadella, to Denver (but they end up in Wyoming). All the while, the novel also 

confronts major political developments that threaten upheaval: Nobusuke Tagomi, the 

high-ranking Japanese trade official, plans a meeting with a Swede named Baynes (for 

whom he is searching for a gift in the opening pages of the novel), but their meeting is 

continually delayed; media outlets announce the death of the Chancellor of Nazi 

Germany, Martin Bormann, and later, Joseph Goebbels is to replace him, which is 

followed by a coup d’état by Reinhard Heydrich. The novel’s intricacies are 

punctuated by an international focus that features global relationships as part and 

parcel of local experience. Immersed among these numerous narrative threads are two 

texts: the I Ching, a book a divination that is consulted by numerous characters for 
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wisdom and direction, and a booked called The Grasshopper Lies Heavy, by a man 

named Hawthorne Abendsen, that retells the story of World War II with the Allied 

Powers winning the war. Dick’s complex storylines are disorienting. The overlapping 

narrative threads do little to clarify history from any perspective; they instead suggest 

that our historical present is largely indecipherable. Dick’s kaleidoscopic novel goads 

its readers to take on a new, previously obstructed view, only to later suggest that even 

these privileged views of the world are forged, faked, unreliable. By paying special 

attention to Dick’s objects as they are narrated through their life cycles, I argue that 

Dick’s counterfactual historical novel is about how we must always interpret history 

rather than simply encounter it. The objects of High Castle resist the kinds of meaning 

their human users attempt to ascribe to them. Thus, Dick’s objects—alongside the 

intersecting narratives that play out over the course of the novel—do another kind of 

work altogether. By detailing intricate fakes and forgeries (and by showing characters 

whose commitment to the power of objects guides them blindly), the novel illustrates 

how illegibility, confusion, and opacity have become integral to the American 

experience at midcentury. The Man in the High Castle may, in part, lament a loss of 

historical and social clarity, but its objects work to show how one might persevere in a 

world in which rapid and desultory changes render conventional approaches to sense-

making obsolete.  

 In the narrative present of The Man in the High Castle, the Axis Powers win 

World War II, which results in a fractured world replete with deep antisemitism and 

intense fetishes for ‘old world’ American culture and objects. These fetishes are 
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literalized through collectibles whose veracity comes into question throughout the 

narrative. Much has been written about Philip K. Dick and about The Man in the High 

Castle in particular. Sarah Wasserman, thinking about ephemera in the novel, writes: 

“The entire plot of High Castle hinges on imitation, fakery, and false belief” (89). 

Significantly, the novel offers a relatively open conclusion, leaving the reader in 

suspense about what can be held onto as “real” or reliable. Wasserman claims that 

“[t]he lack of neat closure in the novel is not a gesture toward complete chaos, but 

rather an insistence on the way history is inescapable, and so too is change: we cannot 

alter the past, nor can we hold onto it completely” (92). Regarding Dick’s oeuvre, 

Fredric Jameson writes: “The future of Dick’s novels renders our present historical 

moment by turning it into the past of a fantasized future, as in the most electrifying 

episodes of his books” (345). Jameson writes extensively about Philip K. Dick in 

multiple works; his key insight, if we are to focus on how Dick’s novels represent 

history, might be that while “Science Fiction is generally understood as the attempt to 

imagine unimaginable futures,” Dick’s fictions complicate this notion as they truly 

concern “our own historical present” (345). The Man in the High Castle is thus a novel 

about ways of reading history. On one hand, the novel suggests that the United States 

is fascist, regardless of the rhetoric of democracy. On the other, the objects of the 

novel—as they are meticulously detailed in their processes of creation—offer a new 

affective orientation to the troubling world described in High Castle. Specifically, 

Dick’s fakes and forgeries demonstrate how even the closest of looking cannot 

penetrate their opacity. Instead of offering clear strategies on how demystification is 
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possible, these objects suggest illegibility is, in fact, an inevitable cultural logic of 

midcentury. 

 From the opening pages of the novel, the importance of objects’ authenticity is 

established. Objects, in The Man in the High Castle, are subject to scrutiny for their 

truth-value, which, as the novel repeatedly shows, is difficult or sometimes even 

impossible to discern. The novel opens in the store of Robert Childan. Childan, who is 

first described as “anxiously watching the mail,” is a white American who self-

consciously performs the role of antiques dealers with obvious affectation in speech 

and comportment (1). He is presented with two different challenges within the first 

few pages of the novel. First, he receives a call from a Mr. Tagomi, a Japanese 

businessman disgruntled because the “‘Civil War recruiting poster’” he ordered has 

not yet arrived (1). Childan, solicitous and subservient, brainstorms possible 

substitutes, including a butter churn and an ice cream maker from the early twentieth-

century. These three objects create a curious entry point for the ways objects work 

throughout the novel. They signal nostalgia for an unspecified American past. It does 

not seem particularly important to Mr. Tagomi—or to Childan—whether the 

recruitment poster advertised for the Union or the Confederacy. The butter churn and 

the ice cream maker, which are not given unique characteristics, similarly lack the 

provenance one might expect from a fine antiques dealer. Instead of selecting one of 

these pieces of Americana, Childan offers to pay a house visit to Mr. Tagomi, an 

errand that will require him “to shut store . . . No choice. Have to keep goodwill of 

such customers; business depends on them” (2). Childan’s short declarative sentences 
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imitate Japanese speech patterns, thus exposing his complete willingness to acquiesce 

to his client. He is clearly committed to maintaining Mr. Tagomi as a client, but his 

relationship to objects comes under scrutiny even within these first two pages. His 

inner dialogue reinforces this notion of inauthenticity—even his thought process is an 

inauthentic creation. Even earlier, when he brainstorms replacement objects, his ideas 

indicate his willingness to please over his commitment to the objects at hand: a poster, 

a butter churn, an ice cream maker, whatever. The novel’s first representation of 

objects sets forth a paradox: the importance of Americana is central as it is sought 

after by Mr. Tagomi and sustains Childan, but nevertheless, individual objects lack 

significance. It is clear, as readers enter the novel, that objects are the primary subject 

matter of the text, even if they are flat surfaces upon which characters’ performances 

are dramatized.   

 The initial scene of Childan extends beyond his stressful phone call with Mr. 

Tagomi; the moment his appointment is made, he notices a couple, “both handsome, 

well-dressed,” entering the store (2). By introducing two sets of customers so quickly 

and without transition, the novel offers a dizzying exposition in which objects are 

central but interchangeable, as are the customers, who are sought after and tend to out 

class Childan, largely because of the racial and class dynamics of the nation. Thus, 

while the reader is placed within an antique store, which is within a novel that 

underscores the fetish of Americana, it is Childan’s performance, and not the objects, 

that take center stage at American Artistic Handcrafts. He notices the couple “bending 

to scrutinize a counter display, had picked up a lovely ashtray” when he begins to 
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imagine their life as a married couple living “out in the City of the Winding Mists, the 

new exclusive apartments on Skyline overlooking Belmont” (3). Throughout this 

conversation, Childan’s imagination drives the narrative: not only does he imagine 

their lifestyle, he imagines himself in love with the woman as he notices her “stylish 

black hair, lacquered nails, pierced ears” (3). Upon talking to the couple more, Childan 

realizes “this man was of the elite,” categorizing him even above Mr. Tagomi, who 

Childan clearly reveres (4). Childan’s unspecific excitement for both objects and 

people betrays his obsessive yet undiscriminating approach to his work. After making 

an appointment to visit the apartment of the young couple, Childan observes: “Yes, 

these new young people, of the rising generation, who did not remember the days 

before the war or even the war itself—they were the hope of the world” (5). Childan’s 

solicitude toward Mr. Tagomi and the young couple signals racial dynamics within the 

novel that invert traditional American hierarchies, which are, of course, founded on 

white supremacy.14 Childan seems to embrace the social and racial hierarchy imposed 

on him, seeing “hope” in the young couple instead of resenting them (5). Furthermore, 

 
 
14 Cassie Carter has written about “metacolonization” in The Man in the High Castle. 
She argues that by focusing on the complicated role of colonization in the novel, we 
can see how “Dick’s emphasis on the Japanese-occupied PSA reveals that he is 
interrogating Americanism as a world view” (333, emphasis in original). Carter writes 
about the highly ironic subversion of traditional American hierarchies (class and race), 
positing that “the PSA represents an America occupied and ‘oppressed’ by a 
simulation of itself” (333).  Carter’s analysis is useful insofar as the novel is concerned 
with race and class relations, but it is also interesting to think about her work in 
relation to objects and their role in creating the “simulation” of the United States that 
she identifies.  
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Childan attempts to forget the past when assessing the young couple, which sharply 

contrasts with his occupation as an antiques salesman. Later in the novel, readers learn 

that many of Childan’s objects are forgeries. As such, his occupation is dedicated to 

creating a past that did not exist instead of trading in true cultural artifacts.  

 Readers encounter dazzling counter displays in Childan’s shop, but the history 

of theses antique objects receive almost no attention. This makes sense only when 

readers learn that many of these objects do not have the histories they pretend to. 

Since the novel deals with fakes interspersed with authentic artifacts, it becomes 

impossible to discern what is real, and even more jarringly, what the value of the 

distinction between authentic and fabricated is. Frank Frink, a central character in the 

novel, attempts to start a jewelry business with the help of Wyndam-Maston, the 

company that supplies Childan with his antiques (many of which are already fake, 

before Frink’s involvement). When Frink first appears in the novel, he is distraught 

and surrounded by household objects. The narrator describes him “lay[ing] in bed 

wondering how to get up” (6). He notices various objects around the room, all of 

which seem innocuous: a pile of clothes, a pair of glasses he fears breaks, a clock. He 

notices he’s late for work, but remains immobilized. Before Frink’s special “skill”—or 

his scheme—is revealed, these objects take center stage (6). While these objects are 

common, they serve as an obstacle to Frink, who ponders how he might navigate the 

room to use the bathroom; he considers whether to “[c]rawl or roll” (6). The 

placement of quotidian objects, and the intense attention they are given in the novel 

indicates how High Castle orients itself to objects in general. By placing Frink—an 
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expert forger—in a maze of household goods, the novel deemphasizes objects of high 

art or sophisticated technology or even one of historical significance; instead, even the 

most basic of objects impact their human users in meaningful ways.  

 Frink’s initial appearance in the novel and his struggle with the Wyndam-

Matson corporation stress how characters look to objects of all kinds to make 

meaning. Soon after this initial description of Frink lying in bed, seemingly very late 

to work, we learn that he is proactively attempting to monetize his skill of object 

forgery, developed over fifteen years. Information about Frink is revealed slowly and 

often through objects. His anxiety about his interaction with Mr. Wyndam-Matson, for 

instance, is punctuated by details such as Wyndam-Matson’s “diamond ring” and his 

“gold fly zipper” (6). The inclusion of so many objects that strongly signal identity 

and affect further underscores how characters look fervently to these objects for 

guidance. The novel insists on using objects to tell its tale, but with no obvious 

selection principle. Some objects are mundane, some powerful, some veritable 

historical artifacts, some manufactured entirely. It is crucial to recognize that the novel 

imbues special significance to the many, varied objects because characters look to 

them for such meaning, not because these objects are independently powerful. This is 

true in the case of the antiques in Childan’s shop and for objects such as the alarm 

clock and the diamond ring: objects are bound to be scrutinized and interpreted by 

readers when given such attention by a novelist. Such efforts on the reader’s part are 

echoed by the characters’ efforts to ‘read’ meaning out of the dense object world 

within the novel.  
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Dick returns to this idea of proactively searching for meaning in objects 

throughout the narrative, but nowhere is this more clear than in the many instances in 

which characters turn to the I Ching, a book of divination, for wisdom and guidance. 

The I Ching first appears early in the novel, with Frink contemplating how he might 

“come to terms with old Wyndam-Matson” (11). His use of the I Ching is calculated 

and methodical: “Seated on his bed, a cup of lukewarm tea beside him, Frink got down 

his copy of the I Ching. From their leather tube he took the forty-nine yarrow stalks. 

He considered, until he had his thoughts properly controlled and his questions worked 

out” (11). The narrative details in this passage, at first glance, seem unnecessary. His 

seating position and his cup of tea indicate that the act of consulting the I Ching is 

ritualistic, deeply personal, and meaningful. There is no question that Frink deeply 

believes in the process of consultation; the narrative detailing of Frink’s actions assert 

that reading from the I Ching is, in fact, a process. From its initial appearance in the 

novel, the I Ching embodies and is treated as an Eastern object: it defies traditional 

Western views of objects as inanimate. Its intrigue is highlighted by its foreignness 

and its potential potency. The I Ching, a book that can be retrieved from a shelf, is 

used alongside “forty-nine yarrow stalks,” carefully maintained in their “leather tube” 

(11). This detail suggests that the singular prophetic book requires related objects in 

order to observe the truths it may lay bare. Taken together, these details suggest that 

Frink’s earnestness in making meaning is what drives his findings, rather than any 

ineffable power of the I Ching. Frink speaks aloud to the I Ching, then writes “the 

question down on the table, then began whipping the yarrow stalks from hand to hand 
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until he had the first line, the beginning” (11). Frink continues to manipulate the stalks 

in a way that is clearly familiar to him, until “he had all six lines; the hexagram lay 

before him” (11). Once Frink recognizes the hexagram he no longer needs the chart, as 

he has “Hexagram Fifteen” memorized: “Ch’ien. Modesty. Ah. The low will be raised 

up, the high brought down, powerful families humbled . . . A good omen. The oracle 

was giving him favorable council” (11). In this instance, and at several points 

throughout the text, great importance is placed on the wisdom of the oracle: it directs 

characters in their actions and either assuages fears or intensifies them. Dick refuses 

clarity in terms of the I Ching’s power—it may be all knowing, it may be a way for 

characters to mediate their emotions by turning to a source of so-considered 

unalienable wisdom. But nevertheless, the ritual of meaning making with the I Ching 

is absolutely central. As a process that involves an assortment of objects and a degree 

of ritual, the novel subtly reminds readers that we are not really encountering objects, 

but instead are encountering characters who encounter objects. Even these objects are, 

to a degree, unknowable, as they possess agency and exist within a paradigm alternate 

to our own. The disorienting effect of these objects create an inescapable sense of 

unknowability.   

 Throughout High Castle things are in the process of being made. This is true in 

the case of Frink’s emerging jewelry business, which prompts readers to question the 

authenticity of the objects in Childan’s store. But, these literary forgeries are not the 

only form of making in the novel. The Japanese fetishism of old-world Americana is, 

too, a performance that follows a process of manufactured authenticity. Towards the 
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middle of High Castle, Childan visits the young couple who enter his store in the 

beginning of the novel, Betty and Paul Kasouras, as a dinner guest. Childan is clearly 

nervous for the encounter: “He had of course taken special pains with his attire; at 

least he could be confident of his appearance. My appearance, he thought. Yes, that is 

it. How do I appear? There is no deceiving anyone; I do not belong here” (109). 

Childan’s rumination on his appearance serves as a synecdoche for the novel as a 

whole; the many objects of the novel, whether authentic or not, serve the principal 

purpose of creating a rehearsed, orchestrated image. In his way, Childan is not 

dissimilar from the antique ashtray the Kasouras admire in his store, or any of the 

other artifacts his store boasts. This segment of the novel, though, does more than 

underscore Childan as affected and ostentatious. The Kasouras, who live in an 

“exclusive district” where “no white people lived,” demonstrate how, even for them, 

objects are arranged, used, and displayed for the purpose of performance (108). En 

route to the Kasouras residence, Childan observes “wrought-iron balconies, the 

soaring yet modern columns, the pastel colors, the uses of varied textures… it all made 

up a work of art. He could remember when this had been nothing but rubble from the 

war” (108). The built environment that Childan observes bespeaks exclusion and 

violence. Its status as an exclusive community is undergirded by Childan’s memory of 

the space as a sight of warfare and destruction. Even as he admires the building with 

jealousy, he recognizes the manufactured sense of the space, made up by objects that 

cannot fully erase the past in spite of their careful coordination. Here, and throughout 

the novel, objects are manipulated to perform desired functions, but they rarely can do 
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so fully and convincingly; the objects inevitability betray their design flaws by 

conjuring up the past or by failing to forge the false reality desired by their human 

handlers.  

 Childan’s interactions with the Kasourases during their dinner show how 

objects shape identity while remaining interchangeable and largely valueless as 

objects. Indeed, these objects lack historicity, but they are nevertheless essential for 

the construction of selfhood. Childan immediately notices the apartment’s furnishings, 

labeling them “[t]asteful in the extreme. And – so ascetic” (109). He observes: “Few 

pieces. A lamp here, table, bookcase, print on the wall” (109). Childan, of course, 

misreads these objects as he ascribes power to them. Childan presents the Kasouras 

with a gift: “Bit of ivory carved a century ago by whalers from New England. Tiny 

ornamented art object called a scrimshaw . . . No single thing could have summed up 

old U.S. culture more” (110). Childan’s sense of confidence ironizes the scrimshaw. 

As with many other objects that appear in the novel, there is little information about it. 

Instead of interpreting the object, he instead frames the scrimshaw (as well as his 

inventory as a whole) as a salesman would: he demands that the object possesses 

incredible value (which he, as a salesman, conflates with power), but without the 

historical depth that would be expected by a connoisseur of Americana. In a certain 

way this makes sense as Childan advocates dismissing history—he hopes the Kasouras 

do “not remember” the past, even while he sells and gifts objects designed to link the 

past to present (5).  
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We learn from this extended scene in the novel, though, that Childan’s 

salesman-like object description is indicative of the novel’s broader treatment of 

objects; it is not merely a vocational characteristic. Much more attention is paid to 

various objects throughout this passage, which leads to Childan’s warm appraisal of 

Betty’s American-style cooking. Betty explains: “‘Doing my best to be authentic . . . 

for instance, carefully shopping in teeny-tiny American markets down along Mission 

Street’” (118). Here, Betty reveals how the act of cultural appropriation is a careful 

process that requires planning and performance in tandem. The narration then shifts to 

Childan’s internal monologue: Betty’s “powers of imitation are immense. Apple pie, 

Coca-Cola, stroll after a movie . . . you could paste together out of tin and rice paper a 

complete artificial America. Rice paper Mom in the kitchen, rice-paper Dad reading 

the newspaper. Rice-paper pup at his feet. Everything” (118). Childan’s praise of 

Betty extends far beyond the steak and baked potato she prepared for dinner; the 

highest acclamation she can receive, from Childan, is that of consummate forger. 

Ironically, this description of Betty levels her (and Paul) with Childan himself: 

imitation is the height of cultural cachet in this world. Childan’s musings about Betty 

convey an even deeper sense of what imitation means, though. By asserting that she 

could build “a complete artificial America,” Childan implicitly suggests that that there 

is no referent—no America on which imitation can be based (118). It is, after all, both 

“complete” and “artificial” (118). The materiality of the objects come under scrutiny 

here—tin and rice paper can translate into American products and even American 

pastimes seamlessly. As always in High Castle, the imitation and the original cannot 
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be distinguished. The objects are only a performance, but even then, we cannot easily 

determine the value of that performance.  

 The Man in the High Castle presents us with objects with close-up detail and 

with an eye toward their making. But objects are important to High Castle mainly 

because they relay confusion and opacity. As readers, we are not to know whether the 

I Ching really ‘works’ since, by the end of the novel, Juliana cannot discern who won 

World War II. The frustration that the novel’s objects create, though, is productive. 

Indeed, these objects curate a version of the world that has shifted so extensively that 

it is unrecognizable. Of course, one conclusion we might reach is that this morphed 

world is our own—that High Castle is a metaphoric description of reality that uses 

absurdism to make its claim. But this is pat and precipitous: the novel does not merely 

bemoan the plight of the world. Instead, there is a way to move from the affected 

mannerisms of characters to the affective quality of the novel by looking closely at 

how objects are narrated. Objects in The Man in the High Castle leave readers in a 

suspended state of unknowing. The novel does not reject the potential wisdom of the I 

Ching or the value of American antiques, it instead shows us the crucial role objects 

play to characters, who need to read wisdom from those objects regardless of their 

status as authentic or fake. It is the novel’s refusal of clarity in the face of characters’ 

obsessive need for answers that matters. The novel, via its treatment of objects, trains 

readers not to try to solve but to accept the inscrutability of a rapidly changing, chaotic 

world.         
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Vonnegut’s Cautionary & Corrective Tales 
 
 While Dick’s objects confound and often fail to perform as expected, the 

objects of Kurt Vonnegut’s 1960s fictions work as intended. We are not left 

wondering what is authentic in either Cat’s Cradle or Slaughterhouse-Five. Instead, 

the objects Vonnegut presents us with work all too well, especially in the case of Cat’s 

Cradle, where the atomic bomb is featured as a central object. Vonnegut shows how 

fetishized technological objects are antithetical to human progress. In Slaughterhouse-

Five, published six years after Cat’s Cradle, Vonnegut doubles down on his critique of 

American exceptionalism, but from an inverted perspective: his 1969 novel is filled 

with rudimentary and crude objects of warfare, showing how World War II was, like 

the many wars preceding it, fought with primitive brutality that broke bodies and tore 

apart communities. The relay between these two novels is complex: objects threaten to 

dissolve humanity as they cannot be expected to possess ethics (the cautionary tale); 

World War II, in spite of its narrativization as a ‘great war’ with technical prowess, 

was nevertheless brutal and deeply human (the corrective tale). Vonnegut presents 

objects that teach readers countercultural perspectives on history. While these objects 

are not as mysterious as Dick’s, they ultimately underwrite illegibility and nonsense in 

mainstream American thinking through immanent critique. These two novels are not 

entirely distinct from The Man in the High Castle, though: all three of these novels are 

primary concerned with characters’ search for meaning. In all three, the search is 

fraught and ultimately futile, and in all three, this failed search plays out through 

objects. Both Dick and Vonnegut lament a loss of humanity they see in American 
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culture, but their novels are not works of nihilism. Instead, both authors employ 

objects to perform two central tasks: critiquing the nation’s myths and methods and 

cultivating an affective response to the troubling changes such critique exposes. In the 

section to follow, I explore how Vonnegut’s two 1960s novels reject notions of 

American exceptionalism with twin tales of caution and correction, and position 

nonsense and illegibility as cultural mainstays at midcentury. Vonnegut’s 

constellations of objects show us the inevitability of illegibility while also teaching us 

how to cope in these constricting circumstances.     

 Both Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse-Five use the conventions of science 

fiction to recast the second world war as a historical event gravely mischaracterized by 

the American zeitgeist of the 1960s. Specifically, Vonnegut writes against the notion 

that World War II signified technical and cultural progress that positioned the United 

States as the most advanced country on Earth. Studying these two novels together 

provides a unique and rare opportunity in literary studies: as the 1960s saw rapid 

cultural change in the way of attitudes towards protest and dissent, Vonnegut’s prolific 

career followed suit. We can track the dwindling faith in American institutions 

through a comparative analysis of these two novels. Indeed, I consider 

Slaughterhouse-Five to be, in a sense, a rewriting of Cat’s Cradle with a sharper 

critique of the United States’ role in World War II. Written in the same decade, these 

two novels trace increasing against American exceptionalism. However, they operate 

differently: to claim that Slaughterhouse-Five is a rewriting of Cat’s Cradle is not to 

suggest redundancy, but rather intensification. Cat’s Cradle is a novel about the Cold 



 24 

War while Slaughterhouse-Five is a novel about World War II; both are written 

through the social and historical lens of the Vietnam War. Writing about Kurt 

Vonnegut and Thomas Pynchon, Christina Jarvis explores what she calls the 

“Vietnamization of World War II,” which happens most legibly in U.S. fiction. She 

argues that “the Cold War with its specific hot episodes in Vietnam created a prism for 

reimagining and reconfiguring cultural narratives about masculinity and the Second 

World War” (96).15 Turning to examples, she writes that “following the lead of Joseph 

Heller’s Catch 22, Slaughterhouse-Five and Gravity’s Rainbow reconstructed the 

binary framing of America’s ‘good war,’ offering a ‘Vietnamized’ version, full of 

discontinuities, fragmented bodies, and multiple shades of gray” (96). In this section, I 

explore how the impact of “Vietnamization” is evidenced through Vonnegut’s rich 

object worlds. I looking specifically at how objects signal the “shades of gray” Jarvis 

observes (96). Narrating the way an object is constructed might seem likely to dispel 

grayness, confusion, disconnect, and fragmentation. But Vonnegut’s objects-in-

process show how narratives of advanced methods of material composition expose, 

rather than refuse, fragmented realities and illegibility at a cultural scale in the mid 

 
 
15 Jarvis does not coin the term “Vietnamization,” but instead adapts it from Richard 
Nixon’s 1969 decree that a policy of “Vietnamization” was to be implemented. In the 
context of Nixon’s announcement, Vietnamization meant training South Vietnamese 
soldiers to fight against the Viet Cong as a way to decrease the number of American 
soldiers sent abroad (American History From Revolution to Reconstruction and 
Beyond).  
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twentieth-century. Nonsense here, as depicted through objects, is a strategy for 

critiquing and overturning myths of American exceptionalism.  

 Vonnegut sets forth an apocalyptic vision through Cat’s Cradle’s careful 

narration of objects. Grounded in the global arms race and rooted in technologies 

developed during World War II, Cat’s Cradle chronicles the development of the 

atomic bomb. But instead of offering a full and complete unpackaging of atomic 

warfare, the novel makes an extended critique by introducing a parallel, fictional, 

object of mass destruction: the mysterious ice-nine (a chemical compound created by 

the novel’s scientific patriarch, Dr. Felix Hoenikker; it has the ability to transform all 

water on Earth into ice). In Cat’s Cradle, objects are myriad, intertwined, and narrated 

throughout their processes of creation, use, and their destructive potential. As an 

apocalyptic science fiction novel, Cat’s Cradle tells a cautionary tale through an 

extended metaphor of unchecked technological development. It is the meticulous 

narration of ice-nine as a process that allows Vonnegut to make this critique. 

Vonnegut offers a sketch of the mad scientist who is not maleficent but whose 

scientific interests are divorced from any tangible sense of ethics. By extending the 

trajectory of atomic warfare, Cat’s Cradle models an apocalypse brought about by our 

own objects of technology. Six years later, Slaughterhouse-Five was published, which 

shares a similar set of politics with Cat’s Cradle, but in a register of historical 

correction rather than caution. Slaughterhouse-Five re-narrates the brutal details of the 

bombing of Dresden (Feb 13-15, 1945) to question the ethics of war and put pressure 

on the notion of American exceptionalism. Again, the contours of the novel’s politics 
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emanate through its constellation of objects. In Slaughterhouse-Five, these objects are 

rudimentary, crude and abject. Basic war provisions such as food, pots, and pocket 

knives demand that the realities of World War II were subject to the same squalid 

conditions of wars past in spite of advances in technology. Even still, objects like 

candles and soap made of human remains signal how the brutality of World War II 

persists; these material vestiges remind us of enduring physical and psychological 

violence.  

A wide range of scholars have written about these novels, largely focusing on 

Vonnegut as a literary figure, political thought leader, and on his representations of 

American identity. Over the last decade, critics have turned their attention to the type 

of humanness at play in Vonnegut’s work, and how World War II, the Vietnam War, 

and postmodernity impact the characters that populate Vonnegut’s pages. Gilbert 

McInnis describes how Slaughterhouse-Five relies on a “synthesis” of “combining 

Einstein’s theory of relativity and Darwin’s notion of natural selection” (117). In a 

similar vein, Robert T. Tally Jr. discusses how, in the framework Vonnegut provides, 

“misanthropic humanism is characterized by a fundamental sense that human, all-too-

human behavior inevitably leads to ruin” (10). Likewise, Jerome Klinkowitz, focusing 

on Vonnegut himself, contends that Cat’s Cradle demonstrates “how human beings 

can get themselves into so much trouble” as “[t]heir brains . . . are well in advance of 

their moral powers” (43). With regard to Slaughterhouse-Five, Klinkowitz asserts that 

the publication of this novel made “its author an authority of sorts on the questions 

concerning so many of his fellow citizens”—“questions” which centered on “the 
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country as a whole question[ing] its basic ideals, its sense of reality” (62). The critical 

consensus on Vonnegut’s representation of the human centers on his pacifism; 

scholars have hovered on Vonnegut’s perceived disdain towards violence as a way to 

unpack his characters as misguided and selfish, yet imminently redeemable. However, 

this critical focus on the human moral questions and quandaries posed by Vonnegut’s 

novels has obscured another critical dimension of his work: the role of objects in 

constructing the human subject.  

Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle lays out, in explicit detail, the making of twin 

objects of technology: the atomic bomb and its fictional counterpart, ice-nine. Ice-nine 

is a sort of copy of the atomic bomb, but one that emphasizes zealous excitement for 

its capabilities without consideration for its potential effects. In fact, to truly 

understand the narrative of Cat’s Cradle, we must attend to its depiction of parts and 

process. Before explicating the processes of development and use for both the atomic 

bomb and ice-nine, though, we might first consider the effect of these objects existing 

in a novel that about the dangers of atomic warfare. Vonnegut fictionalizes the 

creation of the atomic bomb and the Manhattan Project. Cat’s Cradle opens as a 

metanarrative: Jonah, the largely unknowable narrator, sets out “to collect material for 

a book to be called The Day the World Ended,” a factual “account of what important 

Americans had done on the day when the first atomic bomb was dropped on 

Hiroshima, Japan” (1). Of course, though, Cat’s Cradle is science fiction: it does not 

provide a factual account, but instead, through its depiction of ice-nine, illustrates the 

impending doom that might be brought about by unchecked technological 
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development. This raises the question: Why does Vonnegut offer both the historically 

“real” and its fictionalized counterpart? On one hand, recognizing the novel as a work 

of science fiction is helpful. The novel uses its genre conventions to portray a world 

that takes the real but exacerbates its intensity. Ice-nine allegorizes the dangers of 

conflating the development of warfare technologies with social progress. As it brings 

about the literal end of the world, its status as a feat of science becomes fraught, not 

because it is not powerful, but because it has evaded human control.16 We should also 

ask how this novel, along with Slaughterhouse-Five, intersperses the historically valid 

with the hyper-fictionalized and to what effect.  

 The objects of Cat’s Cradle are numerous and varied. There is, of course, the 

string that comprises the game of cat’s cradle that appears early in the novel and the 

painting that appears in the second half that approximates the spirit of the game—the 

search for particular meanings where none can be deciphered. There are the canteens 

that hold the cataclysmic ice-nine inside, bicycles that are to be made in San Lorenzo 

by H. Lowe Crosby (an émigré that Jonah meets on the island-bound plane), the much 

 
 
16 Conversations about artificial intelligence “taking over” are well-rehearsed in 
science fiction and have emerged into all forms of mainstream media by the present 
day. The 2005 nonfiction text The Singularity is Near: When Humans Transcend 
Biology, which essentially argues that there will be a point at which human and 
machine unify, has offered a vocabulary to describe anxieties about the future (even as 
there are many critiques of this text and few serious scholars who advocate for its 
scientific accuracy). In 2022, such conversation often crops up in relation to Elon 
Musk’s Twitter account; Musk famously advocates for the welcoming of human-
machine cross-pollination, or, he claims, we are to put human agency at risk.   
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cited and sought-after Books of Bokonon (the text that Jonah sets out to write about 

the bombing of Hiroshima), and the many scientific instruments described when Jonah 

does research while touring the facility the late Dr. Hoenikker worked at, and many 

others. Most of these objects express the quest for technological or scientific 

advancement and, simultaneously, indecipherability. For the purposes of my reading, I 

focus on how Vonnegut portrays the development of the atomic bomb and ice-nine. 

These two objects and their processes of scientific development dovetail: ice-nine is 

the fictional but logical extension of the atomic bomb as it represents mass destruction 

justified by the impressive powers of revolutionary technology. In this way, ice-nine is 

part and parcel of the atomic bomb: its logical extension in metaphorical terms. 

Vonnegut prods the reader to imagine what happens if the established scientific path is 

followed to its extreme.  

 To consider the atomic bomb as a draft of ice-nine reveals how Cat’s Cradle 

works as a cautionary tale. There is no question, of course, that this is an anti-war 

novel and that Vonnegut is an anti-war writer. From its publication in 1963, a plethora 

of work on Cat’s Cradle has shown how Vonnegut warns readers about a world of 

unchecked technology married to imperialism and capitalism. Few works of 

scholarship challenge Vonnegut’s stance as an anti-war writer. While Vonnegut’s 

version of pacifism is nuanced and debatable, attention to fictionalized objects (ice-

nine) and real ones (the atomic bomb) bring to the chorus of Vonnegut studies an 

understanding of nonsense as a central tenet of Vonnegut’s vision of American culture 

at midcentury. Rather than superimposing thing theory onto Vonnegut’s 1960s 
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fictions, I contend that Cat’s Cradle asks its reader to think through objects both 

mundane and profound, even from its introductory pages. Jonah, our inscrutable 

narrator, references his past life (before he became a follower of Bokonism), when he 

“was a younger man,” marking time by two marriages, “250,000 cigarettes” and 

“3,000 quarts of booze” (1). Even from this very early sense the novel provides of 

Jonah, rudimentary, workaday objects function as markers of time passing and of life 

lived. The first Calypso from The Books of Bokonon, cited in the novel’s opening 

pages, makes a distinct but related point about interconnectivity. It reads, in part, “And 

a Chinese dentist, / And a British queen— / All fit together / In the same machine. / . . 

. / So many different people / In the same device.” (3). Cat’s Cradle thrusts upon the 

reader a complicated new world that is largely described in contradiction to an old 

world. Jonah’s failed marriages and cigarettes and accumulated quarts of booze are 

replaced with mysterious verses, new language, and a mysterious religion introduced 

in the novel as a compilation of “bittersweet lies” (2). The Calypso cited above, if read 

earnestly, prods readers to look for patterns on a macro scale; to observe how the 

“machine” or “device” is composed of interrelated subjects and objects and even to 

ask what this “machine” is, which could range from the book itself to abstract social 

systems (3). The type of thinking Vonnegut models for us in the opening of the novel 

thus begs for attention to part, process, and pattern.  

 A portion of the novel is written with a tone of parodic journalism as Jonah 

conducts research for his nonfiction book on the atomic bomb, The Day the World 

Ended. Even this initial version of Jonah is already complicated by his newfound 
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Bokonist perspective, which is revealed largely through playful words like karass, 

sinookas, and wampeter. Jonah’s role in the novel is significant in that his obscurity 

colors the narrative. The first sentence of the novel, “Call me Jonah,” is an explicit 

reference to Ishmael from Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851). Similar inscrutable 

narrators come to mind: F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Nick Carraway, for example. Philip 

Roth’s Nathan Zuckerman, explored in detail in the fourth chapter of this dissertation, 

also bears some resemblance to Jonah. The ostensibly journalistic tone that is playfully 

adopted throughout the Cat’s Cradle establishes this obscured narrator, whose journey 

we can only intuit. The information we do have is limited. In his letter to Newton 

Hoenikker, he notes that he is “a Cornell DU [Delta Upsilon fraternity member] now 

making [his] living as a free-lance writer” and subsequently explains the nature of his 

book project, being “limited to events that took place on August 6, 1945, the day the 

bomb was dropped on Hiroshima” (6). Throughout the novel, we learn little more of 

his past. What we do know surfaces when there is a similarity between Jonah and 

another character: he is from Indiana, reveled through Hazel Crosby’s abiding affinity 

for “Hoosiers” (90); he shares “‘a screwy name’” with an intricate stone angel meant 

to accompany a tombstone carved for the wife of a German immigrant who died of 

smallpox, but the name is never revealed (72). The dearth of knowledge of Jonah 

(after all, we do not even know his first name, only what we might call him) hollows 

him as a character and thus, positions him as a largely objective figure whose key role 

is to observe and describe. And in Cat’s Cradle (and, arguably, in Moby Dick, The 

Great Gatsby, and American Pastoral), this trope of manufacturing objectivity 
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through a narrator enshrouded in mystery invites the reader on a journey of discovery, 

even as details about the narrator’s life are withheld. Jonah’s blankness—his 

Everyman status—makes him a good observer of objects who confronts his 

environment for the first time along with the reader. And indeed, Jonah offers his hand 

as our tour guide and teacher, learning about the complexities of Bokonism and the 

eccentricities of the Hoenniker family as he researches events surrounding the 

deployment of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and eventually ice-nine. For the 

investigation of these latter two objects, Jonah serves as a sort of curator, narrating 

their architecture, composition, maintenance, storage, and eventual use.   

Slaughterhouse-Five, an autobiographical novel, relies on objects as much as 

characters to unveil its narrative.17 The story, though, is indeterminate: along with 

Billy Pilgrim’s uncontrolled time travel, visits to the other-worldly Tralfamadorians, 

and war segments, the novel remains opaque about what happens and who it’s about. 

Vonnegut’s opacity, though, exists in a predetermined narrative: in the first chapter of 

the text, he reveals both how the story begins (“Billy Pilgrim has come unstuck in 

time.”) and how it ends (Poo-tee-weet?) (28, emphases in original). Employing 

 
 
17 Though not explored at length in this chapter, much has been written about how 
Slaughterhouse-Five can be read for its autobiographical inflection. Elizabeth Abele’s 
“The Journey Home in Kurt Vonnegut’s World War II Novels,” for instance, suggests 
that Vonnegut’s “need to repeat the story of Dresden speaks to [his] obsession, 
whether due to the American public’s continued lack of knowledge of Dresden (as 
compared to Hiroshima or Auschwitz) or possibly his own inability to come to terms 
with the event” (77).   



 33 

narrative prolepsis, the novel subordinates the text’s function of unfolding events to 

exploring the characters—and the objects—that are described. Therefore, even from 

the opening pages of the text, the narrative is constricted, while Billy, the protagonist, 

reminds anyone he can of the nonlinearity—the open-endedness—of time. Scholars 

have focused on the narrative techniques Vonnegut employs in order to indicate how 

Slaughterhouse-Five functions as an anti-war novel that emphasizes humanity’s march 

toward the absurd. Such scholarship, however, neglects the role objects in the novel 

play in constructing meaning, even while the text itself implicitly assumes nonsense to 

be the logic of postwar American culture. From the atomic bomb to Billy’s war 

souvenirs to crude war materials to a photograph of a scene of bestiality, objects 

function as more than evidence of Barthes’ reality effect.18 While time and space are 

shown anew in Vonnegut’s postmodern world, the objects themselves remain intact. 

This, as nonsense is regnant and unifying in the novel, objects become all the more 

important for readers to decode Vonnegut’s world. Vonnegut relegates humans to the 

margins of the narrative he constructs, using the material persistence of objects to 

forcefully turn the reader’s attention to objects and their potential role. As we see in 

both Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse-Five, though, objects cannot save us, nor can 

they unveil the mysteries of the twentieth-century. Instead, they indict the wanton 

 
 
18 In “The Reality Effect,” from The Rustle of Language, Barthes argues that the 
inclusion of quotidian objects in literature works to affect a sense of the “real.”  
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violence of the time while demanding that we can no longer see or understand using 

our previous methods.       

 Slaughterhouse-Five is about the crudeness of war. The bombing of Dresden, 

the novel’s centerpiece, involves traditional weaponry, and leaves the protagonist not 

in wonderment at the objects of modernity, but instead using “picks and shovels and 

crowbars and wheelbarrows” to sift through the ruins (271).19 The bombing of 

Dresden, as well as the psychological effects on the narrator, compete with the 

kaleidoscopic depiction of Billy Pilgrim as a solider, father, husband, optometrist, and 

private citizen. Vonnegut’s unglamorous depiction of war does not center on the 

atomic bomb although it is included; instead, the novel focuses on how mass violence 

caused with weapons not at the avant-garde of science and technology result in similar 

destruction to what the atomic bomb could cause. Near the conclusion of the novel, 

Billy’s hospital roommate, Professor Rumfoord, considering the bombing of Dresden 

 
 
19 Vonnegut’s key point here, that war is brutal and banal, may seem obvious. But in 
fact, he is writing against a culture obsessed with the image of the atomic bomb to the 
point that the realities of war detailed in Slaughterhouse-Five were contradictory 
representations. Paul Virilio’s War and Cinema (1986) argues: “There is no war, then, 
without representation, no sophisticated weaponry without psychological 
mystification. Weapons are tools not just of destruction but also of perception” (6). 
The effect of this, according to Virilio, is that weaponry alters “human reactions and 
even perceptual identification and differentiation of objects” (6). In this vein, the 
atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki “presented the ideal conditions” 
for the United States military, which included: “great mechanical effectiveness, 
complete technical surprise, but, above all, the moral shock that suddenly banished to 
the prop-room” earlier war strategies and weaponry (6). Vonnegut reminds us that this 
prop room was never in disuse.  
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as he contemplates his book project, “a readable condensation of the twenty-seven-

volume Official History of the Army Air Force in World War Two,” notes that “there 

was almost nothing” in the Official History about Dresden for him to summarize 

(244). Professor Rumfoord frames this as a “problem about Dresden,” but the nature 

of his “problem” is initially unclear: the desire to develop a complete history for the 

general public or the desire to elide the events of Dresden could both frame 

Rumfoord’s “problem” (244). The narrator first focuses on the peculiarity of this 

problem, citing the bombing of Dresden as “a howling success,” but nevertheless, 

“[t]he extent of the success had been kept a secret for many years” (244). 

Significantly, though, the narrator emphasizes that this fractured history—the 

invisibility of the bombing of Dresden—is particular to the American imagination. 

The carnage in Dresden “was no secret from the Germans,” nor was it obfuscated 

“from the Russians” (244). By positioning Professor Rumfoord’s Dresden “problem” 

as initially elusive, the narrator provocatively highlights the distance between reality 

and its culturally mediated representations (244).  

  The narrator does not leave the problem undiagnosed, though, and explores 

Professor Rumfoord’s perspective in relation to his newfound burden to include the 

bombing of Dresden as part of his book. In the next section of Slaughterhouse-Five, 

divided by three dots that emerge throughout the text to indicate a shift in perspective, 

time, or mood, the narrator offers Rumfoord’s perspective on his burden to reveal 

details about the bombing on Dresden: Rumfoord announces that “‘Americans have 

finally heard about Dresden,’” which requires him “to put something about it in [his] 
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book” (Vonnegut 244-5). Here, Rumfoord indicates how the burden to represent truth 

does not stem from a personal sense of obligation to advocate for completeness. 

Instead, public expectation has been influenced by “an Englishman named David 

Irving,” who writes an influential text entitled The Destruction of Dresden, published 

in 1964 (238). Rumfoord’s young girlfriend, Lily, inquires: “‘Why would they keep it 

a secret for so long?’” (245) which is juxtaposed with the narrator’s qualification of 

Rumfoord’s earlier statement that Americans learned “about Dresden” “twenty-three 

years after the raid” (244). Rumfoord responds to Lily by explaining the fear “‘of 

bleeding hearts’”—the fear that Americans “‘might not think it was such a wonderful 

thing to do’” has influenced the manner in which the American government has 

released information and worked to shape public opinion (245). Thus, Vonnegut 

implicitly critiques the biased nature of government-sanctioned history by juxtaposing 

the seemingly exhaustive “twenty-seven-volume” history with the lack of information 

on the bombing of Dresden, which, as the narrator asserts, was “worse . . . than 

Hiroshima” (244).  

 While the lack of representation of the bombing of Dresden emerges as, 

perhaps, the project of this text, Vonnegut presents this gap in history as one that is 

best understood by examining aspects of the war that have been fetishized—

specifically, the use of the atomic bomb. Vonnegut positions the absurdity of 

glamorized war violence by reminding readers that Americans do not welcome all 

violence; such fetishization is attached to objects that efface US citizens’ self-

perceived role in acts of devastating violence, even as those objects function to 
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promote an American imperialist identity of domination, supremacy, and 

technological achievement. Vonnegut juxtaposes the atomic bomb at the periphery of 

Slaughterhouse-Five with the bombing of Dresden to suggest that atomic warfare 

justifies itself as a technological feat and that this assuages guilt because it does not 

resemble past representations of war that seemed far more human-oriented. 

 President Truman’s August 6th speech features prominently in Slaughterhouse-

Five, with Lily, Professor Rumfoord’s young girlfriend, pretending to read the speech 

to herself just before the aforementioned conversation regarding the inclusion of 

Dresden into Professor Rumfoord’s book project takes place.20 Rumfoord, the 

 
 
20 On August 6, 1945, President Harry Truman addressed the United States to inform 
American citizens of the first detonated atomic bomb, which was dropped on 
Hiroshima. While this speech espouses nationalist discourse and an elitist image of the 
United States’ supposed role on the world’s stage, it also teems with admiration and 
anxiety of the object in question: the atomic bomb. Truman declares that the United 
States’ development of Nuclear warfare—winning “the greatest scientific gamble in 
history,”—represents “the greatest achievement of organized science in history” 
(Truman). Reminding American citizens of their apparently unprecedented cultural 
greatness, Truman relies on a sustained focus of the atomic bomb, which demonstrates 
the ability to “[harness] . . . the basic power of the universe” in order to assert 
hegemonic cultural superiority (Truman). Indeed, while Truman relies on the tropes of 
nationalistic discourse to proclaim the superiority of American society, his speech 
justifies the use of the atomic bomb in two ways: by citing the need for American self-
defense in a misdirected world and by the technological prowess of the object itself. 
The atomic bomb, the object that has finally “synthesized infinitely complex pieces of 
knowledge,” justifies its own use per its status as a “unique success” Truman frames 
as distinctly American (Truman). His admiration for the war object, though, does not 
preclude his anxiety over its use—Truman demonstrates uncertainty about the atomic 
bomb’s power over humankind at the end of his speech, citing the need for “an 
appropriate commission to control the production and use of atomic power in the 
United States” (Truman). The atomic bomb, in this speech, justifies extreme violence 
and empowers its operators, but it also disrupts the relationship between man and 
his—now seemingly omnipotent—machine.  
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quintessential American machismo hero—“a retired brigadier general in the Air Force 

Reserve, the Official Air Force Historian, a full professor, the author of twenty-six 

books, a multimillionaire since birth, and one of the great competitive sailors of all 

time”—fails to learn much about Lily, “except that she was one more public 

demonstration that he was a superman” (236-7). Lily, who “[does not] read well,” 

represents the relationship between the empowered establishment (Rumfoord), the 

text, and the passively accepting consumer (237). Lily “pretend[s] to read the Truman 

thing,” which is then relayed to the reader by the narrator; significantly, Lily is not 

merely uninterested in reading the speech—she literally cannot read it, as “she had 

dropped out of high school” in part because of her illiteracy (237). Truman’s speech, 

then, appears to the reader as filtered through Lily’s ersatz stare on the page, 

signifying her passive acceptance of what she cannot decipher. Lily’s interaction with 

Professor Rumfoord stages passive acceptance of nonsense as an all too common 

feature of American life at midcentury.  

 The circular, recursive narrative of Slaughterhouse-Five reaches Dresden not 

through Billy’s time travel, but through his memory. Billy, “down in the meat locker” 

(226) in relative safety, is isolated from the mass carnage—from the “fire-storm out 

there” (227). The destruction, described as “one flame” that “ate everything organic,” 

makes the “sky . . . black with smoke” and Dresden, as a whole, like the “moon,” 

covered with “nothing but minerals” (227). While these details emerge from Billy’s 

memory “shimmeringly,” the narration is limited to Billy’s perspective. The narrator 

relates details of the carnage, stating “[s]o it goes” in resigned observation (which 
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emerges throughout the text with each of the many deaths described or imagined) 

when explaining that most of “the guards” had “gone to the comforts of their own 

homes in Dresden” to be “killed with their families,” and when noting that 

“[e]verybody” aside from “the Americans and their guards” “was dead” (227). 

However, these details are not accompanied by graphic scenes of horrifying violence; 

instead, the reader is left with the same sense of resigned loss the narrator adopts. 

In recounting the bombing of Dresden, Billy focuses not on the act of violence 

and destruction, but instead on loss. When Montana Wildhack, Billy’s girlfriend in the 

Tralfamadorian zoo, asks Billy to “[t]ell” her “a story,” Billy responds by tracing only 

the details of his memory—the sights he observed—rather than contemplating the 

carnage that took place. He mechanically states: “‘Dresden was destroyed on the night 

of February, 13, 1945’” (228). How the city is “destroyed,” however, remains 

unimagined by Billy; he shares: “‘We came out of our shelter the next day’” in order 

to describe the physical environment as it was left after the bombing, which he likens 

to “‘the moon’” (228-9). He tells Montana “about the stockyard with all the fenceposts 

gone, with roofs and windows gone” (228). Billy’s preoccupation with what has been 

lost emanates throughout this section and his simplistic observations about the 

material world demonstrate how the disorder of things represents the loss of human 

life which Billy has not seen firsthand. Billy tells Montana about the lost objects and 

objects that demonstrate the brokenness of Dresden (namely, “little logs lying 

around,” among other things) (228). The narrator, himself, fills in the detail that 

“people . . . had been caught in the fire-storm” (228). The narrator, in this instance and 
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throughout the text, works alongside Billy to translate the loss Billy recognizes from 

the material to the immaterial: where Billy sees scattered logs, the narrator sees the 

absence of bodies; when Billy cites the precise moment of the destruction, the 

narration of the text itself works to assert the breakdown of linearity in the moment of 

postmodern warfare. 

 While Slaughterhouse-Five juxtaposes the bombing of Hiroshima and the 

bombing of Dresden to critique American exceptionalism in modern warfare, the text 

also uses objects to demonstrate the humanness that warfare cannot elide, even in the 

modern moment. These objects insist that humans were not only fighting the war, but 

were performing human functions: eating, sleeping, trying to survive. Indeed, 

Vonnegut reminds readers that erasure of human bodies—the conquerors and the 

killed—from war, which is the project of the fetishized war object, fails as war itself 

requires the circulation and destruction of those bodies. Nowhere is this more explicit 

than in “the candles and the soap . . . of German origin” that serve as war provisions 

along with “powdered milk,” “safety razor[s],” “washcloth[s],” “razor blades,” 

“chocolate bar[s],” “cigars,” “cigarettes,” “matches,” and “pencil[s]” (122). The listing 

of objects, which the narrator does at numerous points in the text, emphasizes the 

material necessities—specifically, the persistent need for crude materials—in modern 

warfare. His juxtaposition—elementary human needs at the backdrop of a war known 

for its technological advances—disrupts the myth of modernity’s march toward 

progress. On another level, though, Vonnegut reminds readers of the cyclical nature of 

objects and bodies by positioning these objects as human. In so doing, the narrative 
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itself critiques war weapons that expose the distance of their human users. The soap 

and candles in this group of war provisions, for instance, “had a ghostly, opalescent 

similarity,” a commonality existing because these objects “were made from the fat of 

rendered Jews and Gypsies and fairies and communists, and other enemies of the 

state” (122). Such objects complicate the subject-object relationship in the vein of 

contemporary thing theory, as both the candles and the soap explicitly represent the 

domination and destruction of particular social groups more than they represent their 

uses. These objects, significantly, are used by “[t]he British,” “who had no way of 

knowing” the origins of these objects (122). In addition to the obvious Marxian fetish 

ripe in Vonnegut’s revelation of the British soldiers’ lack of knowledge, the text works 

to reveal the cycles of exchange that underlie mass violence. Thus, Slaughterhouse-

Five asserts the humanity of war as subversive logic; Vonnegut counters the dominant 

image of the atomic bomb as a manifestation of the United States’ commanding role in 

World War II. Objects, bodies, the destruction of bodies, and the circulation of those 

destructed bodies lie at the center of modern warfare in spite of—and precisely, 

because of—technological warfare. This relationship between war and the body may 

seem obvious, but Vonnegut’s assertion that World War II was a physical struggle and 

that it destroyed bodies is his point. He reframes the narrative of the war to center the 

corporeal, which diverges from many representations of World War II that refuse this 

embodied account.  

All of these bodies and their affiliated objects do not suggest that technology 

has not impacted twentieth-century American culture, but instead, that American 
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culture is uneven and incoherent. The cat’s cradle game, in which a player must 

determine meaning from a set of interlaced strings, serves as a perfect synecdoche: life 

in the United States in the 1960s demanded that people attempt to find and make 

meaning from interwoven, often illegible threads. This fraught search for meaning 

shapes both Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse-Five: regardless of the methods we 

might employ, a reliable sense of meaning is hard to come by. The conclusion of 

Slaughterhouse-Five offers an image of Billy Pilgrim “wander[ing] out on the shady 

street” with no clear agenda (275). The narrator notes trees and a “coffin-shaped” 

wagon, but leaves us with this image of “wander[ing]” as Billy’s final appearance in 

the novel (275). The final two lines shift from Billy to birds. The conclusion of the 

novel reads: “Birds were talking. One bird said to Billy Pilgrim, ‘Poo-tee-weet?’” 

(275, emphasis in original). This ludic ending to the novel suggests that the historical 

work of centering the Battle of Dresden in World War II, while valuable, is no 

antidote to what the novel considers nonsense. The bird’s nonsensical expression is 

what we are left with, even after all the historical recovery work the novel steadfastly 

insists upon. Instead of demystifying, we, like Billy, must search for meaning without 

hope for total clarity. We must wander.  

 

Embracing Illegibility as an Affective Strategy  

 The three novels featured in this chapter use objects to show how the chaos of 

the twentieth-century has led to a world that cannot be fully comprehended. Vonnegut 

and Dick show how objects promise technological progress but often cause damage to 
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the humans that create, use, or are subject to them. It may seem obvious that powerful 

objects can overtake human control. But, that is not the central point of either author. 

Indeed, the idea that human-made things should be regarded cautiously is well-

founded in literature (the classic example of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) 

comes to mind). Instead, Vonnegut and Dick use objects—and their dangerous 

allure—to describe a particular affective stance that was observed as a common 

response to political and social structures in the 1960s. Accepting illegibility, opacity, 

and even chaos as an organizing principle is a declaration about the state of the world, 

but more importantly, it is a coping mechanism imparted to us by these novels. The 

careful narration of ice-nine, for instance, exposes how even the most methodical and 

clinical explication of an object’s creation does not diminish its destructive potential. 

The point here may seem obvious once observed, but there is a complexity to this 

logic with significant impact on how we read 1960s American literature. As Vonnegut 

and Dick show us, object study can be used to unveil specific technological truths, but 

is a poor tool when it comes to cultural stock-taking. At first, it might seem that these 

novels actively devalue the role of objects in literature. If the objects cannot help us 

understand the narrative at hand, then what is their effect and why should we study 

them? The failure of these objects to relay cultural truths, or to demystify the worlds 

within they are placed, is their significance. In all three of these novels, the refusal of 

objects to quell anxieties about the future points toward opacity as the cultural logic of 

midcentury America and the acceptance of illegibility as a viable means of survival.  
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 Embracing opacity when interpreting cultural and social structures provides a 

pathway for readers to reconsider the limitations of illegibility. A lack of clarity 

becomes, in these novels, an inevitability rather than an obstacle. Contradiction 

prevailed in the 1960s, especially in terms of social progress and its ubiquity in the 

media. Americans faced a world that shifted, in some ways, even as damaging 

philosophies centered on capitalism, racism, and above all, American exceptionalism, 

persevered. The 1960s novels of Kurt Vonnegut and Philip K. Dick do not resolve the 

chaos of midcentury America; instead, they offer object lessons that grant their readers 

permission to accept opacity, incongruity, and unevenness as mainstays of the 

American experience. Studying cultural artifacts as atomized objects, broken down 

and put back together, leaves us with the purpose of those objects—and their futures—

untold. But here, their purpose is to teach readers how to linger with chaos and 

contradiction. Dick shows that the idea of an American experience has been 

constructed and manufactured not unlike the fakes and forgeries that populate his 

pages. Vonnegut’s 1960s fictions offer dual tales, one of caution should we continue 

to build objects that celebrate technical capabilities without ethical consideration, the 

other of historical correction, reminding us that World War II was fought brutally, 

with classically primitive objects of violence and survival. Vonnegut may not be 

concerned with authenticity in the same manner as Dick, but both novelists offer 

narratives with the central aim of searching for meaning, yet refuse us any viable 

answers.  
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 This study of novels from the 1960s reveals an affective dimension of 

literature that can only be obtained through a materialist focus. These novels taught 

readers how to cope with the troubling world of the 1960s and they help literary 

historians to see how the novel developed in the twentieth-century. The payoff of 

reading 1960s novels in this manner is that we can see how these novels served as 

potential sources of instruction rather than fictionalized theses on the degradation of 

American culture. These novels train readers how to cope by unveiling narratives 

about thwarted searches for meaning. They are not nihilistic, but pragmatic. The cat’s 

cradle game does not offer up any meaning except ones invented by the game’s 

players, but that does not seem to lessen our obsession with the classic pastime. 

Accepting illegibility, or sometimes even nonsense, as a cultural mainstay of 1960s 

America is a political necessity, according to Dick and Vonnegut. The novel, as an 

affective tool, describes the ailments of the world and provides strategies for coping 

with those issues in the 1960s.    

 Novels of the 1960s provided contemporaneous readers with an outlook on the 

state of the world that was bleak and cantankerous; they provide literary historians 

with first responders’ views of a troubling world in which accepting inscrutability was 

deemed a necessity for coping with the conditions of modern American life. Vonnegut 

and Dick write with the principal aim of cultivating an affective response to the 

dizzying world of the 1960s that embraces obstructed views and uneven progress 

while simultaneously calling out the absurdities of American exceptionalism. Many 

novels of the 1960s largely focused on navigating a rapidly changing world, with an 
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emphasis on how individuals might affectively respond to that world. In the 1970s, 

this focus on the question of individualism—its mythos, its uses, its drawbacks—

intensifies in popular culture, art, and academic conversation. Considering objects like 

the V-2 rocket and the Model T Ford, Thomas Pynchon and E.L. Doctorow, the 

subjects of the next chapter, move closer toward introspection, interrogating notions of 

rugged American individualism that plays out through the narratives of these objects’ 

construction, use, and destruction. 
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Chapter 2 

“THE ETIOLOGY OUGHT TO BE TRACED, THE TREATMENT FOUND”: 
MAKING & MEANING IN AMERICAN NOVELS OF THE 1970s 

 
The language of self-help has exploded in the wake of COVID-19. 

Advertisements for online therapy and virtual workout classes compete with anecdotal 

manifestos about reclaiming time and energy that is lost to the demands of capitalism 

as it shapeshifts. These means of “survival” are both lauded and critiqued: they are 

what we can do; they are not enough; they promote resilience; they obfuscate the 

political and economic realities of populations by foregrounding the individual. In the 

early summer of 2020, amidst the already chaotic new world of COVID, Black Lives 

Matter protests surged across the nation in the wake of the murder of George Floyd by 

a police officer. In spite of the raging global pandemic, people came together to fight 

against state-sponsored oppression and violence that has unjustly claimed countless 

lives. Nearly two years after George Floyd’s murder, the responsible police officer has 

been convicted. It would be foolhardy to note this as a concrete sign of justice or 

equality, but at the very least, it gestures toward the power of protest and collective 

action. It is hard to imagine how the era of COVID-19 will be described in the future, 

but likely, the two poles of inward-focused selfcare on the one hand, and social unrest 

on the other, will direct historians’ attention. The social strategies that emerged in 

response to the pandemic will surely be the subject of debate among future historians, 

but they might already be illuminated by looking backwards The 1970s, which 
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featured the first rise of self-help in United States and referred to as the “Me” decade 

by numerous writers, also saw a range of social progress and the development of a 

mood of protest.21 When we think about the “contemporary” moment and what it 

means, the evolving debates about how we might interpret the seventies—spearheaded 

by academics, journalists, and novelists alike—offer a window into how the rise of 

solipsistic isolation alongside collective outrage might be interpreted. 

Scholarship on the 1970s in the U.S. follows a strange but traceable pattern. 

First responders, whose work is cited in nearly every comprehensive study on the 

seventies, were generally quite negative, depicting the people of the seventies as vapid 

and the time as uneventful yet simultaneously shameful in the development of 

American and world history. Tom Wolfe’s classic 1976 essay published in New York 

Magazine, “The ‘Me’ Decade and the Third Great Awakening,” is perhaps the most 

cited piece of reflective writing from the decade. Wolfe writes about “Me” movements 

that he saw come to fruition in the seventies, which he likened to religious 

experiences. Among these movements included Scientology, Synanon, and Arica, and 

less organized but nevertheless popular practices such as meditation and yoga, which 

were co-opted from Eastern religions. Wolfe argues that the more concerted efforts of 

the 1960s defined by communes and psychedelics led to these less orchestrated and 

 
 
21 Tom Wolfe inaugurated the term “Me decade” as a reference to the narcissism of 
the time while Daniel Bell, Christopher Lasch, and others offered supporting 
perspectives.   
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more solipsistic “Me” phenomena. Wolfe writes: “It is entirely possible that in the 

long run historians will regard the New Left experience as not so much a political as a 

religious episode wrapped in semi military gear and guerrilla talk” (np). Wolfe 

despairingly describes cultural changes as the outcome of atomized individualism and 

selfishness. The thrust of his argument is actually a very old one, mirroring Edward 

Gibbon’s account of the fall of Rome: specifically, that over-success of the empire 

leads to its downfall. 22  

While Wolfe’s essay, and especially its buzzy title, have come to represent a 

dominant view of the seventies, Wolfe was not alone in his critique of the time. Daniel 

Bell’s seminal monograph, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973), argues that 

while the 1970s saw incredible integration and synergy in terms of product production 

and processes, culture took a turn inward, becoming narcissistic and self-serving. Will 

Kaufman glosses Bell’s perspective on the seemingly contradictory nature of social 

growth and decline, writing: “in Bell’s sour estimation, culture is devoted to sensation 

rather than contemplation, to raw experience rather than value – in short, to 

 
 
22 Edward Gibbon’s canonical and multivolume The History of the Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire (1776-1789) makes myriad points about how historians might 
account for the demise of the Roman Empire. His focus throughout the six-volume 
work tends to center on a decline in civic responsibility and morality in general terms. 
These features that Gibbon cites, though, are effects of the mercenary society he so 
strenuously outlines across the six volumes. While a historically different example 
when considering the “first responders” of the seventies, Gibbon’s work 
unquestionably serves as a centuries-old example of historicization that links 
economic well-being to moral depravity, and thus traces cultural decline from this 
conservative, one might even say sanctimonious, perspective.       
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‘hedonism, the idea of pleasure as a way of life’” (3). Many other critiques of the 

seventies can be found, especially from the decade itself. For instance, Christopher 

Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing 

Expectations (1978) was as influential as it is reflective of the mood at the time.  

Many contemporary historians vehemently disagree. Scholars who reconsider 

the seventies as a decade that was more than an unfortunate bout of narcissism have 

had to grapple with the enduring notion that the decade does not deserve a second 

look. Bruce J. Schulman’s 2001 study of the seventies surveys existing scholarship on 

the decade, cogently arguing against the common notion that seventies was “the 

sickly, neglected, disappointing stepsister to that brash, bruising blockbuster of a 

decade” of the 1960s (1). A number of historians, Schulman included, showcase the 

vibrancy of the time as a way to refute notions of irrelevance. Will Kaufman writes: 

“there are enough key cultural and historical moments to confound the conventional or 

stereotypical impression of the 1970s as the ‘undecade’ . . . [s]uch impressions 

threaten to overwhelm our sense of what precisely made the 1970s the seventies” (4, 

emphasis in original). The scholars who attempt redemption do not disregard the 

cultural Zeitgeist of Zen meditation, Scientology, and foregrounding of the self. 

Instead, they attempt to account for it in relational terms. For instance, Kelly Boyer 

Sagert’s monograph about popular culture in the 1970s frames her objects of focus 

with a more sympathetic eye than Wolfe, Lasch, Bell, and others. She glosses pressing 

anxieties of the seventies, explaining that economic challenges, signaled by the 

implementation of the “misery index” (which peaked towards the end of the decade) 
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dovetailed with a loss of faith in American institutions (xii). Sagert writes that 

Americans “had to reluctantly swallow the bitter pill of Watergate as they lost trust in 

their government . . . [t]hey shuddered at the horrifying body count of American 

soldiers found in Southeast Asia and at the deadly clash between the Ohio National 

Guard and the students at Kent State University” (xiii). Such historical surveys—

especially ones less keen to critique and bemoan—describe social and historical 

conditions in more ambivalent terms.  

But the tendency to look backwards with a more generous eye is not only a 

function of time passing; scholarship that notes successes of the 1970s focuses on 

social issues such as gender, class, and race, which are largely absent from the 

writings of more pessimistic thinkers who focused on narcissism and declining 

patriotism as defining features of the decade. Even Howard Zinn, whose 

groundbreaking comprehensive study of American history has maintained its 

relevance for decades, notes certain successes from the 1970s. Zinn’s chapter on the 

1970s, “The Seventies: Under Control?”, argues that American systems were largely 

left unchanged even as certain characters (i.e. Nixon) were revealed as fraudulent. 

Nevertheless, Zinn accounts for distrust in American systems (which was significantly 

higher for working class people) as not only a sign of degradation, but as fodder for 

social unrest that galvanized into protest movements. Zinn claims that, largely due to 

anti-Vietnam War sentiment, even “[m]iddle-class and professional people 

unaccustomed to activism began to speak up” (359). Nevertheless, Zinn’s narrative of 

the 1970s stresses the continuation and even deepening of American imperialism 



 52 

driven by capitalism (which is, in fact, the thesis of his oeuvre). More recent thinkers 

do not explicitly disagree, but they diverge from Zinn’s monolithic viewpoint by 

imagining how the loss of trust in American institutions (even if it was papered over 

by Ford’s administration carrying on the bulk of Nixon’s programs and policies) may 

have caused positive changes.  

The 1970s featured protest movements and anti-hegemonic thinking that took 

various forms. Dan Berger’s The Hidden 1970s (2010) chronicles how the decade 

serves as a contested inflection point in American history, with some historians 

viewing the decade as largely irrelevant, and others seeing it as the inception of 

modern conservativism in the United States and even globally. Berger concedes the 

point that “spiritual and personal transformation” came to replace political interest, 

with new age movements like jogging, meditation, counseling, and insurgent interest 

in self-improvement (6). Berger’s argument hinges on the idea that Americans were 

coming to terms with limits in the 1970s—a prime example of which is Henry 

Kissinger’s program of détente. Berger cites insurgency, solidarity, and community as 

all central components of the 1970s that cultivated the New Left (12). Such values, in 

my estimation, contribute to the 1970s as a time key to understanding the trajectory of 

protest and civil resistance in the United States. Kelly Boyer Sagert explains that the 

seventies, despite the EST movement, solipsistic songs and the low effort and quirky 

pet rock, “served as a time of selflessness” (xiii). She asserts “many men marched in 

favor of women’s rights and voted for the Equal Rights Amendment . . . Not everyone 

fighting for Civil Rights was black or even a minority . . . heterosexuals as well as 
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gays and lesbians believed in the rights of all, regardless of sexual orientation” (xiii). 

Without question, problems persisted and intensified in the seventies, but to overlook 

the social progress made in the realms of race, gender, and sexual orientation, would 

be tantamount to the erasure of these realities. Will Kaufman echoes Sagert’s qualified 

optimism, exploring how grass roots activism resulted in progress toward gender 

parity. The groundbreaking publication of Our Bodies, Ourselves (1973), now a 

classic of second-wave feminism, for instance, signals a cultural shift in gender 

relations. Kaufman notes that the “concerted cultural assertion of the women’s 

movement was matched by the activism of other American victims of discrimination 

throughout the decade,” to include the LGBT community and African Americans (21). 

These more recent historians focus on social issues as a way to reclaim the seventies 

as dynamic rather than stagnant.  

The conversation about rising narcissism in the 1970s can also be informed by 

the decade’s material culture. Unsurprisingly, technological innovations in the 

seventies were often geared towards individual households or even individual people. 

Two such innovations include the pet rock, created in 1975 by Gary Dahl, and the 

VHS tape, invented in 1976 by a company called JVC. Both of these objects tout 

individualism and convenience. Kelly Boyer Sagert explains that “the quirky pet rock, 

which was extremely popular, in part because it did not require any effort on the 

owner’s part” gave critics of the seventies an easy example for the narcissism and 

vapidity they cited (xiii). Indeed, the pet rock may be whimsical, but if nothing else, it 

defied standard economic models for commodities produced and sold. Sagert calls the 



 54 

pet rock “the ultimate exception in marketing” as it “seemed to create its own 

demand—then filled it en masse” (127-8). Even if such rocks were signs of deepening 

individualistic attitudes, they were a fad, and like any fad, they were a collective 

enterprise that gripped consumers. Though very different, the VHS tape is also a 

personal, domestic object from the decade. David A. Cook writes about the cultural 

changes that were brought along by the VHS tape, writing: “At the beginning of the 

1970s, the movies were primarily a collective experience […] [b]y the decade’s end 

they had become something that could also be carried around in a briefcase or 

shopping bag for video playback at home” (5). The pet rock and the VHS tape thus 

reveal a swath of culture that was, indeed, moving inward.  

In this chapter, I focus on how literature of the 1970s grappled with the 

complex issues that brought about movements inward (selfcare & EST) and outward 

(protests & diverse art). Developments in technology met with economic stagnation; 

images of appropriative middle-class white Americans trying their hands at Zen 

Buddhism compete with marches on Washington. Novelists of the time used their 

fiction to portray the kaleidoscopic and jarring world of a time that simultaneously 

turned inward and outward. The major fiction of the time period features both an 

inwardness in which individuals reimagined themselves as whole entities and a fervent 

outward drive towards social equality, especially for women, African Americans, and 

LGBTQ people. As Will Kaufman claims, both literature and literary criticism of the 

seventies reveal “concomitant urges to look backward and forward – to retain a hold 

on the security of the known and to give way to the experimental drive” which was 
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enhanced by “a plurality of marginalized voices” that redirected “the American canon” 

(27). Some of the most remembered, anthologized, and taught American novels of the 

1970s include Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye (1970), Judy Blume’s Are You There 

God? It’s Me, Margaret (1970), Joan Didion’s Play It As It Lays (1970), Hunter S. 

Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1972), Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s 

Rainbow (1973), Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974), 

Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974), E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975), 

Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976), Octavia Butler’s Kindred 

(1979), and Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song (1979). These novels cover 

giant terrain, from the effects of technology and war (Pynchon, Mailer) to race 

(Morrison, Kingston, Doctorow, Butler) to the drug scene of the 1970s (Thompson), to 

the more classic bildungsroman (Blume, Pirsig). But all of them respond to changes 

felt in the 1970s at an affective level; the range of the canon underscores how novels 

moved both inward to reimagine the power of individualized acts of self-care and 

outward to reassess the political and social structures that thwart both individuals and 

communities from prospering. One way that authors toggle between inner and outer 

worlds is by representing objects-in-process. Specifically, these kinds of objects 

showcase how even the most individualized artifacts—paper from a journal or a 

trusted car with an owner’s exacting modifications, for example—have indelible social 

roots that must be recognized. This recognition of the social nature of personal objects, 

which emerges only through attention to their processes of creation and use, creates a 

complex political feeling of social bondedness, even when those bonds are insidious, 



 56 

tenuous, and objectionable. Considering objects-in-process allows us to see how these 

varying kinds of bonds—weak, strong, adaptive, maladaptive—are deeply meaningful, 

especially at a time when individualism seemed the ascendent norm.  

In this chapter, I focus on two canonical works from the 1970s: E.L. 

Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975) and Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973). While 

these novels differ from one another dramatically in terms of style, they both represent 

how the intensification of individualism intersects with collective demands of 

resistance. Doctorow, a famously nostalgic writer, looks back to the early twentieth-

century to historicize the seventies. He does this in Ragtime through a literary 

treatment of objects-in-process. I examine three classes of objects in Doctorow’s 

novel: the objects belonging to the family depicted in the text, which include their 

pastoral home and the fireworks and flags made by their company; objects associated 

with Harry Houdini; and objects associated with Henry Ford. Read together, these 

objects tell a story of broken promises in an ethnic America and urge a return to a 

greater sense of collectivity in order to achieve leftist political goals. Pynchon, whose 

postmodern novel is ludic and anti-nostalgic, describes a world that feels incredibly 

isolating, but whose objects make legible otherwise unrecognizable connections 

between people. Reading Gravity’s Rainbow, I focus extensively on the way the novel 

presents itself as a meta-mystery through discussions about how it might be read and 

understood by its readers. I also investigate two kinds of objects-in-process in the 

novel: paper as it is made from trees by Slothrop’s (the protagonist, if the novel can be 
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said to have one) ancestors; and the mysterious rocket serialized as “00000,” and its 

component parts, S-Gerät (the ‘black device’), and Imipolex G (its plastic materiality).  

Ultimately, objects-in-process from both novels refute the binary between 

individualism and collectivity by representing both as integral parts of the American 

experience in the 1970s. In effect, the objects-in-process at the center of this chapter—

a bomb, paper, fireworks, a car, accouterments of Houdini’s performances of escape—

sketch a socially-bound world filled with personal but never truly individual objects. 

Because the depiction of process shows these objects to always be grounded in shared 

or communal approaches and undertakings, my readings reveal the central tension 

between “me” and “us” in the 1970s, without skewing hastily toward one or the other. 

These novels’ objects-in-process thus leave readers with a political feeling of sociality, 

if not quite community. In Ragtime, this feeling is positive in that social cohesion 

promises political development with specifically leftist commitments (promoting 

socialism and more equitable race relations) while in Gravity’s Rainbow this feeling is 

negative in that objects retain indelible traces of exploitation, thus marking their 

human users as complicit. But Pynchon suggests that an awareness of this complicity 

is a key component to any kind of just reckoning with the world, if there is ever to be 

one. By reading the two novels together with special emphasis on their objects-in-

process, we stand to gain an understanding of how the turn towards individualism and 

collective commitments were seen as intertwined by novelists of the 1970s.    
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Ragtime & Collectivity   

E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975) is a florid novel with multiple intertwined 

narratives. The novel features Everyman characters referenced by primary familial 

affiliation (Mother, Father, Mother’s Younger Brother, etc.), famous historical figures 

(Harry Houdini, Booker T. Washington, Henry Ford, etc.), and unique characters that 

exist only in the world of the text. Oscillating between these three different narrative 

modes, Doctorow offers a story about class warfare and racial antagonism in the early 

twentieth-century. As I argue throughout this section, though, while Ragtime offers 

vignettes of industrializing America at the dawn of the century, the text is as much 

about cultural tension and racial anxieties that were omnipresent for white, black, and 

immigrant families in the 1970s when the novel was published. Throughout these 

varied sketches of twentieth-century American life, objects play central role: they are 

the source of wealth for the Family, they are masterfully evaded by Houdini, they 

demonstrate technical progress, they signal personal wealth, they create American 

patriotic symbology.  

The novel opens by focusing on its Everyman family. They are well-to-do, live 

in an affluent suburb, and have accrued the majority of their wealth through a 

prosperous company specializing in the production of fireworks and flags, two 

commodities sought after during the period of patriotic fervor in the years following 

WWI. An African American woman named Sarah and her child enter the lives of the 

Family. Shortly thereafter, the father of the child, Coalhouse Walker, joins them. 

Walker becomes the central figure of the text if it can be said to have one. Walker 
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impresses the white family by playing ragtime music on the piano, being well-spoken, 

well-dressed, temperate, and deferential. In this way, Walker appeases white anxieties 

and wins the Family’s affection. Soon after, though, Walker becomes the victim of 

racist violence; his Model T Ford is defiled and damaged. Walker demands retribution 

in the form of material repair for the automobile. Sarah is killed trying to aid Walker; 

Mother adopts Sarah and Walker’s child. A group of young, angry men, who align 

themselves with Walker and refer to themselves collectively as “Coalhouse Walker” 

(along with Mother’s Younger Brother, who possesses a deep understanding of and 

appreciation for fireworks and explosives), take over the Morgan Library, wiring it 

with explosives. This standoff ends with the group of men leaving safely in the now-

restored Model T Ford. Coalhouse is shot when he surrenders. Interwoven with this 

central narrative are others—love affairs, Eastern European immigrant worker’s 

strikes, tenement scenes, and more.  

Through its colliding narratives, Ragtime stages confrontation—between rich 

and poor, black and white, the promise of technological progress and the reality of a 

stagnant America, individual identity and collective social struggle. Doctorow depicts 

these confrontations through object sketches. Many of the novel’s objects ostensibly 

suggest social and personal progress. For instance, the Family’s firework and flag 

business create generational wealth, Harry Houdini’s evaded vaults and barrels stand 

unblemished after his victorious escapes, the impressive collection of the Morgan 

Library (which is threatened) showcases human progress at mass scale. But even while 

objects allure their human users with ownership, conscription, and mastery, Ragtime 
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ultimately shows the inability of objects to signal individuality. This is primarily 

shown through the novel’s meticulous narration of the Model T Ford. Despite what 

these objects promise if acquired, maintained, and shown to the world, racial and 

economic oppression persist. As such, the primary role of objects in Ragtime is that of 

trickery: they are a perverse inversion of the sausage skin Houdini evades. By looking 

specifically at process, which is most legible with the Model T Ford and its object 

sketches that range from Henry Ford’s factory to the defilement of the car by a group 

of racist white men, the novel demystifies the individualizing power of objects in two 

ways: by reminding us that these objects are only possible through capitalism (and 

therefore, by exploitation) and by demanding that the quest to own and control objects 

is a futile one.    

I focus on three types of objects in Ragtime to explain the various 

confrontations that Doctorow exposes. These are: (1) the material objects that the 

Family creates, including the built environment of their pastoral home and the flags 

and fireworks produced by their manufacturing company; (2) Harry Houdini’s 

appurtenances in theatrical performance; (3) Henry Ford’s Model T and its 

industrialized manufacturing process as they appear in the novel. The Family’s 

patriotic and nationalistic objects are material evidence of nostalgia, which starkly 

contrasts with intersecting narratives of racism and poverty that pervade the novel. 

Significantly though, the Family’s objects inaugurate the intertwining stories of 

Ragtime; they forge a promise of individualism and upward mobility that is later 

broken. Houdini’s evaded boxes function similarly to the fireworks and flags, but from 
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a less privileged perspective. Houdini, a Hungarian immigrant, masters objects in a 

spectacular way, unlocking parts of society and culture that would, under different 

circumstances, be unavailable to him. In this way, Houdini is a model minority in the 

American project, offering himself up for consumption as audiences applaud his 

daring escapes. These escapes are insidious in that they evoke the danger and precarity 

of the material world that disempowered people (immigrants, nonwhite people, the 

poor) must contend with on a regular basis. For Coalhouse Walker, the Model T Ford 

is an object to be possessed, altered, and maintained in order to visually and materially 

signal his social ascension. In this way, all three classes of objects appear as 

commodities to serve the purposes of their owners. It is only through the novel’s 

careful attention to process that the American myth of upward mobility and social 

harmony is dismantled.  

Ragtime, like all the novels featured prominently in my dissertation, is a 

canonical work that has received a tremendous amount of critical attention. Unlike 

many other works featured in this dissertation, and especially unlike Gravity’s 

Rainbow, though, new scholarship on Doctorow has been noticeably scarce. Adam 

Kelly observes this phenomenon in a piece of public writing that appeared in the Los 

Angeles Review of Books months after Doctorow’s death in 2015. Noting that 

Doctorow’s contemporaries (Pynchon, Roth, Morrison, DeLillo, McCarthy, Updike) 

have each inspired numerous monographs in recent years while interest in Doctorow 

has been scant, Kelly imagines why an author known for dealing with challenging and 

relevant cultural issues has been recently forgotten. Kelly hypothesizes the waning 
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interest in Doctorow is due to his authorial style. Kelly writes that unlike his 

twentieth-century contemporaries, Doctorow “does not cultivate a singular literary 

style” (np). This lack of singularity is what makes Doctorow unique, but also what 

makes his works difficult to parse. Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism famously 

features Ragtime as a case study. Jameson glosses the novel as a story about “the 

transition from a pre-World War I radical and working-class politics (the great strikes) 

to the technological invention and new commodity production of the 1920s” (22). 

Jameson spends several paragraphs writing about the inscrutability of the novel, which 

he claims is, in part, a function of the mixing of types of characters (historical, 

fictional, intertextual). He expands, describing “the elegiac backdrop” of the novel as 

one that resists conclusive analysis per its style. Jameson argues that “the kind of 

reading this novel imposes makes it virtually impossible for us to reach and thematize 

those official ‘subjects’ which float above the text but cannot be integrated” (23). 

Later in this introduction, Jameson calls Doctorow “the epic poet of the disappearance 

of the American radical past,” and goes so far as to say that “no one with left 

sympathies can read these splendid novels without a poignant distress that is an 

authentic way of confronting our current political dilemmas in the present” (24-5). By 

focusing more on Doctorow’s objects, rather than his motley classes of subjects, I put 

pressure on Jameson’s claim that Doctorow’s primary focus is disappearance and loss. 

While Doctorow performs the historiographical work that Jameson describes, his 

objects do the work of looking forward, too. Instead of reading Doctorow as a poet of 

the Left’s lost agenda, close attention to the objects of Ragtime shows us how 
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resistance in the 1970s was both possible and fervently needed. This is made possible 

when focusing on the Model T in particular, because the car traverses historical 

segments of the novel (descriptions of Henry Ford’s meteoric success in 

industrializing the process of automobile manufacturing) and the fictional present 

(Coalhouse Walker’s pride in his customized Model T and his belief that possession of 

this car escalated his social status in spite of his race). Objects-in-process in Ragtime 

expose the futility of fetishizing accumulation by showing us how the making of such 

objects always involves exploitation and how they are unlikely to undo racist and 

classist ideologies.    

Ragtime cues readers into the importance of objects and the material world 

from its beginning; illustrations of the upper-class Family’s manufactured goods and 

the home that is the product of their business endeavors reiterates the myth of upward 

mobility founded on hard work, innovation, and individualism. Domesticity and 

economy are emphasized in the very first sentence of the text. It reads: “In 1902 

Father built a house at the crest of the Broadview Avenue hill in New Rochelle, New 

York” (3). The narrator describes the architecture of the house, noting that it “was a 

three-story brown shingle with dormers, bay windows and a screened porch” and that 

“[s]triped awnings shaded the windows” (3). From the opening of the novel, then, the 

built environment, or things and their processes of creation, prefigure narratives of the 

people who occupy those spaces. The language of the novel highlights the materiality 

of the built environment as well as its process of construction. The narrator describes 

the house as a “stout manse” and predicts that “all their days” in this newly and 
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impressively built home “would be warm and fair” (3). This fairytale-like description 

of the home and its material composition, combined with the flatness of the characters 

who compose the nameless Family, suggests whimsicality and fictitiousness as if it 

were a story being told to naïve children. Instead of immediately turning to the home’s 

occupants, the narrator turns instead to the source of the home’s financing, stating: 

“The best part of Father’s income was derived from the manufacture of flags and 

buntings and other accoutrements of patriotism, including fireworks” (3). By stating 

that “Teddy Roosevelt was President” and that “[p]atriotism was a reliable sentiment 

in the early 1900s,” Doctorow thrusts upon his reader a world distinct from the one 

contemporary with the novel in the mid-1970s (3). The home and its idyllic windows, 

with its patriotic displays, appear as relics from a time distant to the decade of protest 

and unrest in which the novel was written.  

The jovial and storybook tone of the first paragraph signals that Doctorow’s 

representation of early twentieth-century America works, first, by reiterating a myth of 

social harmony and prosperity. For instance, the narrator, sketching American civic 

life, offers such images as the “population customarily gather[ing] in group numbers 

either out of doors for parades, public concerts, fish fries, political picnics, social 

outings, or indoors in meeting halls, vaudeville theatres, operas, ballrooms” (3). This 

list becomes gratuitous as it expands; in effect, it is ludic rather than merely 

descriptive. It might even seem nostalgic, at first glance, but its contradictions with the 

other narratives of the novel instead indicates a perversion of the American myth 

espoused in these initial pages. Doctorow’s introductory paragraph—which goes on 
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for three pages—includes more detail that rings stereotypical, simple, and apocryphal. 

For instance: all forms of “entertainment . . . involve[d] great swarms of people”; 

“[t]rains and steamers and trolleys moved them from one place to another”; “[w]omen 

were stouter then”; “[e]veryone wore white in the summer”; “[t]here was a lot of 

sexual fainting”; “[t]here were no Negroes”; and “[t]here were no immigrants” (3-4). 

This list suggests abundance and plentitude, then ends with two (obviously false) 

negatives, thereby hinting towards its apocryphal nature. These descriptions shift from 

playfully myopic to explicitly racist. Within the first pages, then, it is clear that 

Ragtime works at the intersection of the apocryphal and the historically accurate. The 

novel signals its own awareness of this tension; before any actions unfold, Doctorow 

adumbrates the conflict between nostalgic national myths and the reality of racism and 

classism on which the country was built.  

The Family’s role in manufacturing fireworks and flags as patriotic objects 

speaks to the process of making nationalism that inheres in physical objects. Mother’s 

Younger Brother takes a keen interest in the construction of the fireworks; on a 

personal level, Mother’s Younger Brother plays out the interests of the novel writ 

large as he questions the nature of American patriotism. The narrator notes that “the 

only part of the business that really interested him” was the designing of fireworks 

(21). The fireworks are described in an ethereal, almost religious manner. The narrator 

recounts not a particular instance in which the fireworks are used, but instead, sketches 

the routine of witnessing their use. The description of exploding fireworks is flat and 

therefore gestural; it reads like an account of the generic experience of watching 
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fireworks rather than that of a specific instance or moment. The narrator describes the 

use of fireworks with short declarative sentences that lack any sort of realist detail: 

“Rockets went up booming in the close electric evening air. 23 Heat lightning flashed 

over the Sound. A great wheel of spinning fire seemed to roll over the water. A 

woman’s profile, like a new constellation, embossed the night sky” (21). The object—

the used firework—turns into a shared vision. The firework indexes American 

patriotism, emitting “[s]howers of light, red and white and blue, [falling] like stars and 

burst again, like bombs,” to which “[e]veryone cheered” (21). The explosive portrayal 

of patriotism conflates fireworks with bombs, suggesting that American virtue goes 

hand in hand with violence. Details like this one indicate how Ragtime’s patriotic 

objects are not only nostalgic; they betray an insidious violence through erasure or 

eruption.  

In these initial pages, patriotic objects build an American myth of collective 

harmony and prosperity made possible by capitalism. The images rendered by these 

objects, whether of self-made mansions or lurid firework displays, are not fully 

nostalgic, because they are hyperbolic and exclusionary. The descriptions of the 

fireworks are trite to the point of disclosing their own fictitious nature. We see already 

 
 
23 Roland Barthes’ “The Reality Effect” (1989) explains how seemingly unnecessary 
objects included in a text can give the impression of reality. One of his primary 
examples, Flaubert’s barometer, functions in just this way. Doctorow’s novel does 
nearly the opposite: with generic names, a lack of detail, and a lack of tonal cues, his 
narrative (in many places) seems unreal. In this way, Ragtime universalizes through its 
obtuseness in detail.   
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how Doctorow uses objects to critique the nationalist myths that seem to structure the 

novel at its outset. By intertwining narratives of whitewashed American camaraderie 

with abject poverty and strained race relations, Doctorow chronicles the strain of the 

twentieth-century. The Family’s business—and its exploding commodities that are 

both beauty and bomb—stand as a synecdoche for American culture. The Family, of 

course, does not remain in the world of pat generalities and mythic collective joy, but 

instead is thrust into the confusing and chaotic world that is brought about by shifting 

social relations, new cultural sensations, and innovative commodities. Like the 

fireworks that Doctorow narrates in a material but gestural way, the members of the 

Family remain nameless and are narrated in general terms that focus on patterns of 

behavior rather than specific acts. This encourages a more allegorical reading in which 

objects and subjects are both metonymic figures of the nation and its material habits, 

rather than particular exemplars.  

If the fireworks point toward dominant fictions of nationhood, the objects 

associated with Harry Houdini stand in for the constant struggle against class and 

racial exploitation. Harry Houdini, originally named Erik Weisz, was a Jewish 

Hungarian immigrant who famously performed seemingly impossible feats of escape. 

He emerges in the novel thanks to Little Boy, the generic male child of the Family. 

The narrator shares that Little Boy “conceived an enormous interest in the works and 

career of Harry Houdini,” and proceeds to share the “absurd” details of Houdini’s life, 

recounting his travels “all over the world accepting all kinds of bondage and escaping” 

(7). The lists of feats are famously impressive, with Houdini escaping everything from 
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vaults to barrels to sausage skins. The narrator explains Houdini’s act as a set of 

narrative conventions, emphasizing that he “never damaged or appeared to unlock [the 

object]: he escaped from”: “The screen was pulled away and there he stood disheveled 

but triumphant”; “[h]e waved to the crowd” (7). In this way, the act appears to be 

based on objects. Their range suggests Houdini’s skill in mastering them, even if there 

is a conventionality to Houdini’s act; for example, the narrator mentions, among his 

list of feats, being “chained to automobile tires,” being “hung upside down and strait-

jacketed from cranes, biplanes and the tops of buildings,” being “dropped into the 

ocean padlocked in a diving suit fully weighed,” being “buried alive in a grave” 

among others (7). The exhaustive length of feats all end with a narrow, awe-inspiring 

escape. Houdini masters these objects, but significantly, it is his narrow escape and 

struggle that makes the performance; the suspense and the knowledge that a new 

challenge awaits on the horizon captivate audiences. Although Doctorow does not 

foreground this, Houdini’s act has a particular relationship to his immigrant status. As 

a Jewish man who has fled Europe, his death-defying acts of escape assume 

metaphoric meaning. The objects that Houdini escapes from, then, are not simply 

unique to his performance. Instead, they represent collective struggle that is played out 

on a national stage rather than a theatrical one.  

But, the chains, straitjackets and tires are not the only objects of significance 

here; Houdini himself becomes an object of consumption. Of course, his props matter 

to his performance, but Little Boy’s awe is squarely on Houdini rather that whatever 

combination of objects he has most recently escaped or evaded. Houdini himself, then, 
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is a commodity for which audience members pay admission. This set a trend in 

American spectatorship of escape artists, which is reflected in the novel. The narrator 

notes that “nearly fifty years since [Houdini’s] death, the audience for escapes is even 

larger” (8). Doctorow portrays Houdini as a Jewish Sisyphus, who must renew his 

escape with each performance, and simultaneously, as an object of interest for 

spectators. Houdini embodies the quintessential American immigrant story as he is 

both ethnic outsider and cultural producer, suspended (here often literally) in a state of 

tension with mainstream America. He thus embodies the tension between a highly 

individualized performer and an emblem of collective identity. Houdini and his 

objects remind readers that the very fabric of American culture has always been 

woven by its so-called “others,” and that this fact is congealed in the nation’s objects.  

The Model T Ford, which exists at the nexus of individuality and collective 

American consciousness, drives this point further, to demonstrate that resistance in the 

twentieth-century cannot be aligned with the personal or the collective, but instead 

must emerge from a careful synthesis of the two. Ragtime features a deep history of 

Henry Ford’s Model T, following one car from its creation through its use and 

destruction. While the novel has multiple narrative threads, the vandalization of 

Coalhouse Walker’s Model T Ford and the saga that ensues is central. The Model T 

serves as a flashpoint for white supremacist violence and remains the material focal 

point for Walker as he demands redress for hate crimes against him. This 

deconstructed and reconstructed Model T can be traced through the novel as an 

emblem of race relations in America before the first world war. Doctorow is, however, 



 70 

interested in the 1970s as a historical moment as much as he is with the dawn of the 

twentieth-century. Through the Model T Ford, Doctorow depicts the imbalance 

between material conditions marked by the supposed democratization of goods and the 

race relations that undergird the material conditions of the twentieth-century. In other 

words, Ragtime suggests that technological innovations of the twentieth-century do 

not bring forth racial equality. But the meticulous narrativization of the Model T does 

more than remind readers that the 1970s was not a time of racial equality. Walker is 

cathected to his Model T and with its personalized alterations; to him, it is a signal of 

his own upward mobility and a marker of his success. The novel proves this a 

foolhardy belief; his relative economic well-being provides no protections against 

entrenched racism. The Model T is the product of industrial practices that equate 

humans with objects and yet it simultaneously promises to democratize car ownership 

with lower costs and availability; it is an image of mass consumption and yet it 

simultaneously promises a personal experience. Doctorow may not provide a blueprint 

for achieving social equity, but his representation of the Model T shifts the debate 

about the whether the 1970s should be considered a narcissistic time or one of 

collective uprising by presenting us with an object that disrupts this neat binary.            

Because Ragtime is a novel with multiple narrative registers, the Model T Ford 

is observable as both a personal effect onto which social relations are projected and as 

a commodity qua commodity. It first appears about halfway through the novel, in a 

chapter whose pedagogical tone offers a glimpse of an American business at the turn 

of the century. The language is largely flat, featuring very few tonal cues. 
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Nevertheless, Doctorow explicitly foregrounds class consciousness by juxtaposing the 

trappings of privilege with abject poverty; the narrator offers multiple examples: 

“Workers would strike and die but in the streets of cities an entrepreneur could cook 

sweet potatoes in a bucket of hot coals and sell them for a penny or two”; “Phil the 

Fiddler, undaunted by the snow, cut away the fingers of his gloves and played under 

the lighted windows of mansions”; “Frank the Cash Boy kept his eyes open for a 

runaway horse carrying the daughter of a wall street broker”; Doctorow’s 

juxtapositions continue (134). Reflecting on the images of class relations—if not class 

tension—the narrator comments on how common such scenes are: “The value of the 

duplicable events was everywhere perceived. Every town had its ice-cream soda 

fountain of Belgian marble” (134). By focusing on the quotidian, the everyman, and 

the everyday, the novel develops a representation of early twentieth-century America 

that is both matter-of-fact and unsettling. The U.S. is shown to be set of reproducible 

parts: an empty signifier. It is meaningful, then, that the Model T Ford initially appears 

in this passage about the ubiquity of American culture from the vantage point of class 

and commerce. The narrator remarks: “At Highland Park, Michigan, the first Model T 

automobile built on a moving assembly line lurched down a ramp and come to rest in 

the grass under a clear sky” (134). This image of a strangely technologized pastoral 

scene collides with the images of poverty sketched just before the Model T’s origin 

story.   

The novel insists on tracing this object and its many methodically integrated 

parts from its inception in the mind of Henry Ford. Thus, the perspective shifts from 
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the Model T to its “inventor,” though Henry Ford is not, at first, explicitly named 

(134). He “regard[s]” the car “from a distance,” “chew[ing] on a piece of straw” with 

“a pocket watch” “[i]n his left hand” (134). Explaining the generically all-powerful, 

faceless inventor, the narrator notes: “The employer of many men, a good number of 

them foreign-born, he had long believed that most human beings were too dumb to 

make a good living” (134-5). 24 Ford’s elitist and paternalistic view of humanity shape 

how we understand the (in)famous process of commodity creation he developed. As 

explained in the novel, Ford “conceived the idea of breaking down the work 

operations in the assembly of an automobile to their simplest steps, so that any fool 

could perform them” (135). This innovation of process hinges on the practice of one 

laborer “do[ing] just one task over and over, and let[ting] the parts come past him on 

moving belts” (135). This description makes clear that the assembly line flattens 

subject-object relations; the parts sailing past on the ever-moving assembly belt and 

the worker himself all function as constants—iterative, objective entities.25  

 
 
24 Corroborating Doctorow’s representation of Henry Ford, Howard Zinn writes: 
“Henry Ford, in March 1931, said the crisis [the Great Depression] was here because 
‘the average man won’t really do a day’s work unless he is caught and cannot get out 
of it. There is plenty of work to do if people would do it.’ A few weeks later he laid 
off seventy-five thousand people” (282).   

25 Turning humans into objects has a long arc in American history. The similarities of 
this description of Ford might seem uncanny with a figure like Jeff Bezos, whose 
business model has shifted from humans-into-things into something more like 
humans-into-things-into-data. While outside the scope of this chapter, I note 
Doctorow’s incisive illustrations of historical antecedents of a system he was already 
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The novel suggests that the premise of assembly line production came to Ford 

(the inventor) as a moment of “inspiration from a visit to a beef-packing concern 

where the cows were swung through the plant hanging in slings from overhead cables” 

(135). Though the cows are substituted by cars and car parts, it is impossible not to see 

in the helpless animals a metaphor for the exploited worker. The passage shifts back 

from Ford to the car itself, noting: “[e]xactly six minutes after the car had rolled down 

the ramp an identical car appeared at the top of the ramp, stood for a moment at the 

cold early morning sun, then rolled down and crashed into the rear of the first one” 

(135). Doctorow’s language here stresses predictability, reliable data points, and most 

of all, reproducibility—hallmarks of Henry Ford’s production process. In assessing 

Ford’s American-made “ecstasy,” the narrator compares him to Thomas Jefferson, but 

notes Ford’s superiority, citing his crowning achievement as him “caus[ing] a machine 

to replicate itself endlessly” (135). Significantly, it is not the Model T, the object 

itself, that Ford is credited with inventing, but instead, the process. Ford’s manages 

time as a data point and as a commodity. This is emphasized in his “allot[ment] [of] 

sixty seconds on his pocket watch for his display of sentiment,” and again as the 

narrator recounts Ford’s belief that “[t]he worker must have every second necessary 

for his job but not a single unnecessary second” (136). Towards the end of the chapter, 

the passage offers what appears to be the clearest articulation of Ford’s view of human 

 
 
diagnosing in the 1970s and which has only been exacerbated by conservative 
economic policies that can be traced back to Ronald Reagan’s administration.  
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laborers, termed “the final proposition of the theory of industrial manufacture”: “not 

only that the parts of the finished product be interchangeable, but that the men who 

build the products be themselves interchangeable parts” (136). The slippage between 

human and object cautions readers from recognizing objects as unalloyed markers of 

individuality or success. The Model T cannot signal Coalhouse Walker’s 

exceptionalism, nor can it symbolize social progress: it is the product of a meticulous 

and insidious process of labor exploitation.    

Henry Ford and his assembly line exist at the periphery of Ragtime as a way 

for Doctorow to theorize and historicize the twentieth-century. After providing the 

history of the Model T and its development, Doctorow expands the business history of 

American industrialization with a fairly detailed narrative of J.P. Morgan. In effect, 

the novel showcases how objects materialize social relations made fraught by the 

intensification of capitalistic production models. In the narrative I consider to be most 

central to Ragtime, which is the Family and the characters with whom they interact, 

objects work to expose the gap between technological development and social 

progress as signaled by (a lack of) racial and economic equality. Coalhouse Walker’s 

Model T serves as a point of pride for him and gestures to the betterment of race 

relations. However, the car comes undone, quite literally, to expose the fallacy of such 

a narrative. The chapter in which Walker and his car are assaulted opens with the 

sentence: “One Sunday afternoon the colored man Coalhouse Walker said goodbye to 

his fiancée and drove off to New York in his Ford” (174). Even Coalhouse Walker’s 

name signals contradiction; his first name signals industry and domesticity at once, 
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while his surname plays on the central role of proud driver he demands to occupy. By 

naming the car by brand, the narrator suggests that Walker’s personal narrative is 

tethered to a larger, national one. Details of the Ford are peppered throughout the 

chapter: the route serves as the primary subject of the first paragraph of the passage; 

the narrator shares that Walker “was not aware that in his dress and as the owner of a 

car he was a provocation to many white people” (174); when Walker gets out of the 

car, he “release[s] the clutch pedal and climb[s] down the crank” (175). Even before 

the full importance of Walker’s Model T can be gleaned, the novel emphasizes the 

materiality—the objecthood—of the car to highlight its importance.  

The violence against Walker and his car begins when a group of white 

“volunteers” attempt to extort Walker for money he refuses to pay. The scene of 

racism is visceral and violent but also familiar. It is an instance of white supremacist 

racism by a white mob assuming unjust power. In protest to the “volunteers,” Walker 

asserts: “This is a public thoroughfare . . . I’ve traveled it dozens of times” (175). The 

white mob resorts to physical provocation immediately, using objects to obstruct 

Walker and his Model T. The narrator lists the firefighting accoutrements that crowd 

the street, which include “a twenty-foot ladder” as well as “carts of coiled hose, 

buckets, axes, hooks and other firefighting equipment, all of which was deposited in 

the street” (175). The effect of Doctorow’s inventory is twofold: first, the assemblage 

of firefighting equipment draws the reader’s attention to parts as the objects are 

cataloged ad nauseum; the denuded fire station lays bare its objects, which ostensibly 

serve to ensure safety. Second, these objects signal process in a perverse sense: their 
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function as anti-incendiary is reversed as they work collectively to block Walker and 

his automobile from exiting the street, entrapping him as they are piled onto each other 

in the street. The list is extensive and includes ladders alongside smaller objects such 

as buckets and hooks, showing how these tools work as assemblages more than as 

discrete objects. These firehouse objects are cataloged and inventoried to suggest their 

perverse irony. Rather than serve as tools for protection, they immure, enclose, and 

endanger.  

The perverse concatenation of firehouse station objects hints that Walker’s 

demand for the refurbishment of his Model T is doomed. These hoses, buckets, and 

hooks are all used for purposes other than their intended ones, thus demanding that 

objects—regardless of their technical sophistication or affordances—can simply be 

materials conscripted to enforce white supremacy and capitalism if their users so 

desire. This is especially striking considering the Model T is the quintessentially 

fungible American commodity, built with interchangeable parts. The white mob of 

firefighters trash the Model T with mud, “a mound of fresh human excrement,” and 

leave it with “a six-inch tear in the custom pantasote top” (177). Walker repeatedly 

states: “I want my car cleaned and the damage paid for” (177). The persistence and 

earnestness of Walker’s entreaty betray his sense that justice could be restored if, in 

fact, his Model T is to be refurbished. Walker’s adamant demands are, of course, 

reasonable, both on account of the vandalism committed against his property without 

provocation, and because the restoration of the Model T is, by definition of the object 

in question, possible. Interchangeability, replaceability, and restoration are the 



 77 

hallmarks of the Model T Ford. Walker’s persistent demands thus put pressure on this 

promise of replaceability in a material sense and on restoration in a social sense. 

Walker’s belief in the power of objects to perform the work of social justice signals 

his steadfast belief in the American system—the same one modeled by the objects of 

Family and even those of Harry Houdini. Walker learning that these material promises 

are false is the central lesson of Ragtime.  

The Model T Ford is destroyed incrementally after Walker demands 

recompense. It is extensively defiled upon its initial violation, but as Walker refuses to 

move the car, the white mob responds by further vandalizing it. The police officer who 

Walker confronts predictably rejects his appeal, telling him to “take [his] automobile 

and get along out of here” or else he will “charge [him] with driving off the road, 

drunkenness and making an unsightly nuisance” (178). These details are absurd and 

objectively untrue, which underscores the point that Walker remains subject to the 

racist ideologies and violent acts of mobs of white men regardless of class or virtue. 

This instance of vandalism provokes the central drama of the novel as a whole: the 

damaged American machine is likened to racial justice in America. To the careful 

reader of Doctorow’s objects, racial and economic justice is doomed from the start—

from this instance of vandalism, and even before, in the sketches of Henry Ford 

playing steward to humans and objects alike. The chapter ends with a sustained 

description of the Model T’s destruction. From the perspective of Mother’s Younger 

Brother, the narrator offers: “The Model T has been thoroughly vandalized, whether 

by the volunteers or others it was impossible to determine” (180). Parts of the car are 



 78 

focused on with precision: “its front end” is stuck “in the tall weeds at the edge of the 

pond”; its “wheels were sunk in the mud”; its “headlamps and the windshield were 

shattered”; its “rear tires were flattened”; its “tufted upholstery had been glutted”; its 

“custom parasote top was slashed to ribbons” (180). Once again, Doctorow provides 

an inventory of parts to direct the reader’s attention squarely on the object and its 

parts. The detached and descriptive tone highlights the extent of the damage to the car 

on a material level. Such jarring stoic narration maintains the reader’s attention 

squarely on the object at hand. The novel offers a close-up of the Model T instead of a 

description of Walker’s affect, which has the effect of centralizing the Model T in the 

narrative.  

The novel urges structural thinking, which is enacted in its conclusion, when 

Walker abandons individualism in favor of a more politically-minded collective 

approach. In this scene, the power of objects is underscored. The negotiation between 

Walker and the police hinges on the destruction of objects in the Morgan Library. 

Father, who mediates the negotiation, learns of the coup from the newspaper, 

“crush[ing] the paper in his hands” after reading about how Walker and his men “had 

barricaded themselves inside” “Pierpont Morgan’s library on 36th Street,” known as 

“one of the city’s most celebrated depositories of art” (267). Walker makes clear, with 

“a grenade [thrown] into the street to demonstrate the capacity of their armaments,” 

the “risk [of] having the Morgan treasures destroyed” (267). Walker no longer views 

objects individualistically, but instead as culturally mediated and collective. The art 

objects under threat are collective objects that stand in for white mainstream American 
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culture. Walker’s choice to barricade the Morgan Library signals how the object 

lesson of his defiled Model T lead him to see the intrinsic dialectic of individuality and 

collectivity in them. The Morgan Library is especially poignant as it signals American 

greed that can be traced back to the gilded age of Wall Street. Further, while its art 

objects are collective and national, its name reveres a single financier known for 

astronomical personal success. In this regard, Coalhouse Walker (the individual) 

becoming Coalhouse Walker (the group of men who choose to identify by this single 

name) signals the formation of a coalition against the American myth of 

individualism, enacted by their name, their common goal of racial equality, and by 

attacking a collective space of art objects. White supremacy is a collective ideology, 

signaled here by Father’s visceral response to the news of the Library’s occupation 

and earlier, in the attack on Walker and his car. As such, the novel suggests that any 

real impact happens collectively, for better or worse.     

The closing image of the novel is complicated, leaving readers to question if 

Coalhouse Walker and his supporters made any progress towards racial equality 

through their protest. Walker’s Model T Ford is eventually repaired according to his 

specifications, but this materialized sense of justice only taunts a sense of true racial 

justice. The several men who identify as “Coalhouse Walker” ride away in the 

restored car, but Walker is killed. Rather than reading this conclusion as the end result 

of Walker’s “insanity” as the narrator suggests, Walker’s death demonstrates the limits 

of individualism (268). The car and its parts are replaceable, but Walker is not. 

Walker’s supporters, who identify as “Coalhouse Walker” collectively, do not assuage 
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his death. Nevertheless, they impress the significance of collective struggle. The 

Model T—Walker’s prized possession—is restored, and these newly christened 

Walkers ride off with burgeoning collective political ideologies. This is not quite 

optimism, but serves as a cautionary tale about buying into the American myth of the 

individual who is constituted by objects. Material gains do not have a social corollary.    

Doctorow’s dizzying range of objects—from Fireworks to Fords—leave us 

with an understanding about how objects are massively powerful in the American 

imagination, but quite limited in practice. The Family capitalizes on American 

patriotic fervor; Houdini escapes from the most daunting objects; Ford masterfully 

conscripts both materials and humans to create maximum profit. In all of these 

instances, objects maintain and even create power. The individual—Coalhouse 

Walker—buys into the belief system modeled for him by all of these figures. In his 

case, though, objects do not work. The Model T does not drive him out of racism; the 

tools of the fire station do not serve to protect him. In this way the novel rehearses 

classic American myths about upward mobility and success, then debunks them. This 

lesson is told through objects and its impact is a political feeling centered on the need 

to reckon with the collective nature of the United States. It is unsurprising that 

Doctorow focuses on debunking individualism in the seventies, when conversations 

about narcissism and individuality reached a crescendo. Ragtime is not suggesting that 

individuality is bad while collectivism is good, but rather that individuality is a false 

idea baked into the American imaginary. White supremacy, capitalism, and resistance 

to those structures are all collective enterprises. Recognition of the myth of the 
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individual—and their objects that mark their uniqueness—leads to a political feeling 

of collectivity that prizes racial and economic equality. 

 

Gravity’s Rainbow & Complicity  

 While Doctorow’s Model T Ford offers one example of an object whose 

technical prowess and reproducibility are satirized and critiqued, this is only one 

example of a literary object that is tasked with doing much of a novel’s work in the 

1960s. Thomas Pynchon’s V-2 rocket functions in a similar way in that both objects 

are narrated through their processes. In both novels, objects model for readers ways 

that we might read the subjects of the novel. Finally, both of these objects dismantle 

the American myth of the individual—each, in its own way. The Model T shows how 

racial justice cannot be measured by individual accomplishment; the V-2 rocket offers 

a more complicated object sketch that guides readers in their interpretation of the 

novel. The V-2 rocket, which is one of the few elements of the novel traced 

throughout its many pages, provides a material corollary to the character-based plot of 

the novel. While certain characters in the novel debate Slothrop’s condition, searching 

for causal answers, Slothrop himself looks to the bomb, attempting to decode and 

demystify. In effect, the reader is left with two satirized searches for meaning. By 

reading Gravity’s Rainbow with emphasis on its object sketches, we stand to gain how 

the novel conveys a political feelings of social boundedness. While in both Ragtime 

and Gravity’s Rainbow collectivity is described as an inevitability (not an unalloyed 

positive alternative to individualism), in the latter this sense of boundedness is more 
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negative and limiting. The central difference between objects in Ragtime and objects 

in Gravity’s Rainbow is that, in the former, objects can be perverted to achieve goals 

antithetical to the aims of equality and justice while those of the latter function as 

intended to achieve insidious goals.   The rocket and its complicated narration shows 

us this—even as its mysteries elude us and its destructive potential is deployed 

seemingly at random—its effects are ubiquitous and damaging to all, regardless of 

how assiduously we attempt to account for its process of creation and use.  

 Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow has more in common with Doctorow’s 

Ragtime than scholars have noted. In fact, the two are usually only mentioned together 

in lists of notable novels from the seventies, from a literary historical perspective. 

Thematically, they are treated as distinct texts: one, a nostalgic novel that unpacks a 

cultural and racial conflict, the other a postmodern classic read by scholars. But, even 

while these authors share little in the way of stylistic similarity, they both use history 

and objects to diagnose the 1970s and to develop a sense of collective resistance to the 

cultural and social superstructures that were regnant in the 1970s but could be traced 

back to the early twentieth-century. Furthermore, these novels are similar in the way 

they use objects to collapse distinctions between individualism and collective 

resistance. Indeed, by looking at these novels, and more specifically, at the objects 

narrated in them, the central debates regarding the seventies as a “Me” decade, or as a 

time of burgeoning resistance and protest, are shifted. These objects—whether the 

Model T Ford or the V-2 rocket—collapse such distinctions by asserting that the thrust 

for interiority and individuality and the demand for collective action against various 
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forms of oppression are epiphenomenal of the conditions of the seventies. Objects in 

fiction, in their dizzying complexity, reject the notion that a duality of selfishness on 

one hand, and generous and concerted vows to achieve equality on the other, can be 

used as shorthand to describe a cultural moment.        

 While Ragtime pointedly underscores the dissonance between manufactured 

objects of the twentieth-century that announce their own innovation and accessibility 

and underlying realities of enduring racism and class warfare, Gravity’s Rainbow 

takes a radically different approach to critique the twentieth-century. Unlike 

Doctorow, Pynchon contends that the destructive powers of human-made objects 

function according to design: even when producing horrifying results, these objects 

have not acted of their own accord, but followed a subscribed, human-forged, path. 

There is, thus, a distinction between Pynchon and Doctorow: Doctorow’s nostalgic 

eye bemoans the objects that thwart any real sense of human progress while Pynchon 

indicts humanity for its creation of the objects that come to dominate, dismantle and 

derail. Doctorow retains a degree of qualified optimism in humans, a quality that is 

scarce in Pynchon’s fiction. In Ragtime, for instance, there are characters (Emma 

Goldman, the group of men who call themselves “Coalhouse Walker”) whose 

presence in the novel signals resistance to forms of racial and economic oppression. 

Alternatively, Pynchon’s diagnosis of the twentieth-century underscores the modern 

human’s complicity with oppressive superstructures, to include global capitalism 

generally and the war industry specifically. Pynchon, like Doctorow, uses objects-in-

process to diagnose the twentieth-century. I focus on two in what follows: paper made 
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from trees and a mysterious rocket serialized as “00000” and its component parts: the 

‘black device’ known as S-Gerät and its plastic material composition, called Imipolex 

G.  

Gravity’s Rainbow is an encyclopedic novel for which a concise summary 

almost certainly fails to capture the work as a whole. 26 Nevertheless, I offer a brief 

overview of Pynchon’s masterwork as a way to signal my particular focal points on a 

novel whose subjects and objects, debates minor and major, have been the subject of 

decades of sustained attention by scholars and lay readers alike. Set during World War 

II, the novel traces disparate characters, many of them soldiers with specialized duties, 

to include mystics and occult thinkers and Special Operations Executives investigating 

some of those mysterious soldiers. Tyrone Slothrop, an American Lieutenant working 

for a unit known as ACHTUNG, exists at the center of the novel (if it can, in fact, be 

said to have a center). The narrative delves deeply into Slothrop’s past (and that of his 

ancestry, to early American colonial times), revealing that as a baby, he was 

conditioned to experience sexual arousal when stimulated by—a somewhat nebulous 

experiment by Dr. Laszlo Jamf that seems to have a role in Slothrop’s current 

condition. Specifically, Slothrop has been observed to experience sexual arousal in 

 
 
26 There is a recent uptick in interest on the encyclopedic novel. Paul Saint-Amour’s 
Tense Future: Modernism, Total War, Encyclopedic Form (2015) is one such 
example. Saint-Amour focuses on trauma, linking the novel’s unique ability to 
represent “encyclopedic scale” to intricate depictions of global atrocities in the 
twentieth-century.  
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advance of the deployment of V-2 rockets. This curious relationship between Slothrop 

as corporeal being and war object founds the initial central action of the novel and 

cues readers into the importance of objects. As the narrative progresses, Gravity’s 

Rainbow redoubles itself as a detective novel, expanding from the quest by a host of 

disparate characters to understand and subdue Slothrop to Slothrop’s own expedition. 

Slothrop’s quest revolves around is a strange, unaccountable rocket serialized with 

five zeros, which should be impossible according to conventions of cataloging and 

maintaining weapons. Slothrop spends much of the text investigating this rocket 

known as “00000” and, significantly, its parts: namely, S-Gerät (the ‘black device’) 

and its component plastic composition, Imipolex G. While many events are covered in 

the novel, I focus on the aforementioned twin mysteries which, when read carefully, 

emerge as a single one. Slothrop’s identity and circumstances change at multiple 

points in the novel; the narrative similarly spirals towards similar levels of ambiguity. 

The final segment of the novel concludes with a bomb (likely the “00000” rocket) 

descending in midair above a movie theater in Los Angeles in the 1970s.     

Like Ragtime, Gravity’s Rainbow is a difficult novel that has clear political 

allegiances, but an unclear ‘meaning.’ It is by looking specifically at objects that we 

can demystify these novels while also appreciating how both novelists resist clear and 

concise meaning altogether. As such, the reading experience of Gravity’s Rainbow is 

similar to Ragtime in the type of independent reading it demands, but to an intensified 

degree. The idea of the unknowable can be brought to bear on the way we read the 

novel. Pynchon’s novel is famously ludic and translucent, which is perhaps why so 



 86 

many perspectives on his work abound (the term ‘Pyndustry,’ often used despairingly, 

signals the omnipresence of Pynchon studies in the literary world). But also, Gravity’s 

Rainbow, in form, nearly assures a sense of individuality for the reader, who is bound 

to grapple with some segments more than others, to allow certain threads to pass them 

by, and to attempt to vigorously read for the clues in some segments of the novel. Of 

course, any work of literature functions, in part, autobiographically, with readers 

bringing to text their own associations. However, a novel like Gravity’s Rainbow 

exacerbates this quality of literature by including over four hundred characters, 

countless tangents and expatiations, and scattered clues that promise a sense of 

connectivity between characters, events, and places, even while the novel thwarts any 

real sense of continuity. Because of the overdetermined opacity Pynchon presents us 

with his Byzantine narrative, objects become all the more important. Objects—

especially the rocket—provide material connections between segments of the novel 

that would otherwise be impossible to connect.27 

 
 
27 Recent academic conversations have put pressure on the role of the reader; the 
vibrant debates surrounding ‘post-critique,’ spearheaded by Rita Felski’s 2016 
monograph, The Limits of Critique, hinge on how the reader and their affective 
relationality with the text might be (re)considered in literary studies. Much of that 
conversation falls outside of the scope of this chapter (see introduction and coda for 
more on post-critique), but, pausing briefly to consider how the form of Gravity’s 
Rainbow reinforces individual interpretation is helpful in the aim of thinking about 
how the novel grapples with a dialectic of deepening interiority and simultaneous 
intensifying collective resistance against various forms of political and social 
oppression. Gravity’s Rainbow uses this dialectic to describe humanity’s relationship 
to the sociopolitical order as complicit transnational political subjects. While it is 
useful to bear in mind the form of Pynchon’s novel, my primary focus is on how 
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There is an inundation of scholarship on Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s 

Rainbow. While an exhaustive review of Pynchon studies is beyond the scope of this 

chapter, a synopsis of several major scholarly texts is necessary to place my object 

study in the context of the plethora of available work on Pynchon and on Gravity’s 

Rainbow. A tremendous number of book chapters, journal articles, and even 

monographs focus on various contours of Pynchon’s novel. And while this may be 

true for a fairly large number of works by such authors revered as Pynchon, the range 

of work is striking. From critiques focused on the novel within the context of 

Pynchon’s career to representations of science to discussions of freedom to 

considering the political possibilities of reading Pynchon’s novels in the context of 

Occupy Wall Street, the scope of work that employs this novel as its center point 

seems nearly limitless. 28 This range of work suggests both the quality of the novel and 

the richly varied subjects and topics covered. There are over four hundred characters 

who appear in the novel. Any “good” readerof Gravity’s Rainbow will likely conclude 

that accepting the incompleteness and opacity of the novel is part and parcel of its 

 
 
Gravity’s Rainbow dismantles the poles of selfish individualism and righteous 
collectivity through objects. 

28 Sean Carswell’s Occupy Pynchon: Politics After Gravity’s Rainbow (2017) 
adamantly underscores the relevancy of continuing to read Pynchon while 
simultaneously exploring how the complicated politics of his novels portend many on 
the ongoing, exacerbating issues we face around inequality, capitalism, and 
objectification. While this monograph focuses mainly on Pynchon’s later novel, it 
offers perhaps the most ambitious application of Pynchon studies to contemporary 
politics. 
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form. 29 And yet, its ubiquity in the American literary canon is undeniable. The 

Cambridge Companion to Thomas Pynchon, for instance, lauds the opening sentence 

of the novel, “A screaming comes across the sky” (Pynchon 3), as “the most 

celebrated opening sentence in twentieth-century US fiction, probably surpassed, in 

the whole of American literary history, only by its nineteenth-century counterpart, the 

opening of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1850)” (Dalsgaard 1). The editors of this 

volume cite this oft-quoted line to signal Pynchon’s recognizability; their comparison 

of him to Melville serves as a gambit to underscore Pynchon’s oeuvre as central to 

American literary history as a whole. Dalsgaard, Herman, and McHale expand their 

appraisal of Pynchon and his literary career, calling Gravity’s Rainbow “a masterpiece 

of American literature” and Pynchon “a major figure of postwar American literature” 

(1). The case they make is framed aggressively by design. While one can hardly object 

to Pynchon’s ubiquity in the American literary canon, especially among those focused 

on twentieth-century American literature, his standing has long been complicated by 

his difficult prose, ribald subject matter, and encyclopedic expansiveness. Dalsgaard et 

al postulate that his reverence in literary studies is sustained “despite (or because of) 

his formidable difficulty, polymathic range of reference, personal elusiveness and 

reputation for outrage and obscenity” (1). While in no way do I intend a hagiography 

 
 
29 Merve Emre’s Paraliterary: The Making of Bad Readers in Postwar America 
(2017) puts pressure on the idea of what is good—or structurally sanctioned—reading. 
Her work reminds us that adjudicating what kinds of reading are “good” is historically 
and socially bound rather than inherent or essential.  
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of Pynchon or of Gravity’s Rainbow, I briefly explore the varied depths of work done 

on this novel to, first, underscore how varied and complex the novel is, and, second, to 

imagine how this kind of complexity might inform our understanding of the 1970s as a 

historical moment.  

Early responders to Gravity’s Rainbow tended to focus on uncovering the 

complexity of Pynchon’s work in order to demystify the novel. Douglas Fowler’s A 

Reader’s Guide to Gravity’s Rainbow (1980) offers, as its title suggests, a sort of cheat 

sheet to the novel more than it offers incisive historical or literary arguments. Fowler’s 

project offers one example of a monograph devoted to atomization and 

demystification of both subjects and objects. But, by scanning Fowler’s method of 

breaking Gravity’s Rainbow down, a sort of critical evaluation of the novel comes to 

the fore. The introduction makes the following grand claim: “In the history of the 

novel there have been few narrative surfaces so ornate, so erudite, or so preposterous 

as Thomas Pynchon’s” (9). Even while Fowler takes a largely disinterested standpoint 

on the novel—offering description more than evaluation—he offers a critical reading 

even in stating the importance of the novel in literary historical terms. Fowler asserts, 

on the seemingly randomness of Gravity’s Rainbow:  

Those cockroaches, dodoes, erections, falling rockets, and singing mice 

embody aspects of an indictment, made by Pynchon throughout his 

novel, of Western Christian civilization, and if we fail to connect 

details like these to the larger design and ignore the way they convey 

his meaning, we will not experience his fiction as he intended it to be 

experienced (9).  
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While the project of considering Pynchon’s intention is not one I take up in this 

chapter, the aim of Fowler’s project is worth pausing to consider. Many readings of 

Gravity’s Rainbow conclude (as do I) that an attempt to master the text, trace every 

connection, or track down each and every subplot is a futile cause. This futility, 

though, as Fowler’s assertion about the nature of the many seemingly random 

appearances in the novel, does not quell our desire to trace patterns and draw 

conclusions. Plus, as the quotation above indicates, there is a longstanding and 

enduring interest in Pynchon’s objects. Nevertheless, Fowler’s Guide does represent 

an earlier, more nuanced approach to Pynchon than what we see these days. Fowler 

devotes much of his text to “The Patterns of Gravity’s Rainbow,” which is one of two 

major sections of the book. The second section, which comprises the majority of the 

text, goes scene-by-scene, and provides what seems much like a classic explication de 

texte. While this more antiquated type of reading literature has fallen in and out of 

fashion over the past several decades, Fowler’s text, which is, of course, one of many 

such monographs, proves that Gravity’s Rainbow provides material that can be traced 

and tracked even as that task may be fraught and offer dubious payoffs and more 

importantly, shows how early responders to the novel were ardently invested in 

pursuing the most complete possible understanding of the text.  

 This intense and nuanced approach to Gravity’s Rainbow was only one of 

many, even for early readers of the novel. Approaches to Gravity’s Rainbow, a 1983 

collection edited by Charles Clerc emphasizes this point. In his introduction, Clerc 

demands that “Gravity’s Rainbow is destined to become a classic of literature,” even 
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after qualifying that the term “classic” should be reserved for the rarest of cases, for 

those few works that “have enduring significance and worth . . . with ever renewing 

enjoyment, understanding, and enrichment” (3). The essays included in this collection 

are variegated, ranging from concepts such science, war, and technology, to formal 

literary concerns such as its language to ludic approaches such as focusing on humor 

in the novel. Khachig Toloyan’s “War as Background in Gravity’s Rainbow” 

addresses the question of method when it comes to Pynchon studies: Toloyan’s 

detailed and exacting approach contends that “[a]lthough the tangled events of 

Gravity’s Rainbow cannot be rearranged into a single, clear, and unified plot by any 

means known to [Tololyan], they do have a coherence that becomes more accessible 

when one constructs a chronology, a geography, and a chart of the combatants who are 

locks in the variety of struggles subsumed under the rubric of War” (31). Tololyan 

goes on to provide a detailed chart divided into two columns, one labeled “Time,” the 

other “Place” (33). This chart continues for several pages of Tololyan’s chapter and 

includes a map. I pause over this curious methodological strategy as unique in form 

but actually quite consistent with Pynchon scholarship, especially its early varieties. 

That is, first responders to Gravity’s Rainbow attempted to master what is a sprawling 

and challenging text.30 The work of this chapter, though, diverges from these many 

 
 
30 Thomas Moore succinctly describes the notoriety of the novel in his monograph, 
The Style of Connectedness: Gravity’s Rainbow and Thomas Pynchon (1987), writing: 
“Gravity’s Rainbow is among the most widely celebrated unread novels of the past 
thirty years. . . . This is a kind of work . . . that contrives to be about everything 
human, about everything: all human history, the courses of culture that culminate in 
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scholars whose primary goal is to detangle and demystify. While, of course, that is one 

objective of any literary investigation, I take the deep complexity of Gravity’s 

Rainbow and its indecipherability as a quality of its work rather than as a challenge for 

deeper and more atomized readings. 

Gravity’s Rainbow is a meta-mystery novel that intentionally fails. It veils 

necessary narrative details, withholding from the reader the material to make sense of 

its fictional world, even as we are baited to do so. But, it is unlike the conventional 

mystery novel in that it refuses a satisfying conclusion and that it models methods of 

investigation that might help us understand the novel. The primary means by which 

Pynchon models these methods—these ways of seeing—is through an extended debate 

between Roger Mexico and Edward Pointsman (and, to a lesser extent, a third 

character, Kevin Spectro who offers a ludic but potentially useful perspective). Central 

to these debates are objects and their materiality as all three characters are concerned 

with why and how Slothrop’s physiological reaction (his erections) predict the 

deployment of V-2 rockets. This meta narration of methods of seeing complicates the 

narrative; the novel suggests it might aid in its own demystification, but to no clear 

end. Indeed, the mysteries of the novel are unsolvable, which has been a topic of 

 
 
itself, and great ethical, mythic, epistemological constants of human life” (1-2). 
Moore’s text, like many other monographs focusing on either Gravity’s Rainbow 
specifically or on Pynchon’s career more generally, attempt to tame the beast the is the 
novel: they seek to use the tools of historical and literary analysis to make sense of the 
novel even as it resists such explication.  
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scholarship for decades, though a consensus has not been met. Sarah Wasserman, who 

writes about Pynchon’s ephemeral objects, for instance, writes that “[s]ince Pynchon’s 

mysteries cannot be neatly solved, his characters […] remain in a state of suspension” 

(143). A range of scholars have had to grapple with the effects of Pynchon’s nebulous 

fictions, whether it is taken as a challenge for cleverer readings to find truths withheld 

by his novels, or if the inconclusive qualities of Pynchon’s text might redirect us from 

traditional methods of reading. Mark Greif, writing about Pynchon’s novels and 

technology, begins his investigation with the following qualifier: “It has become 

conventional that becoming a critic of Pynchon requires an acknowledgement, on 

entry, that you will never match the omniscience of Pynchon himself—you will 

always fail his puzzle-construction, you cannot live up to his efforts, you will wrongly 

co-opt him by drawing him into literary criticism” (231). David Alworth, writing 

about ruins in twentieth-century American literature, examines the ways in which 

Pynchon’s first novel, V., withholds the central mystery of the novel (even at the 

novel’s conclusion, V. “could be a person, a thing, a concept, a pathological 

projection, a cipher for desire, or even nothing at all”) but manages to nevertheless 

dramatize the formation of subjecthood (119). These scholars, among others, build 

from the opacity of Pynchon’s novels in order to develop methods of study suitable to 

read works that refuse easy answers.  

Recent scholarship on Gravity’s Rainbow has not only focused on Pynchon as 

a literary historical figure, but also thinks through the contours of how his magnum 

opus can be brought to bear on current events. Luc Herman and Steven 
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Weisenburger’s monograph, Gravity’s Rainbow, Domination, and Freedom (2013), 

serves as a prime example of the type of cutting-edge work that is still being done with 

a novel that has received so much sustained attention over the years. By focusing on 

the themes of domination and freedom, Herman and Weisenburger explore how the 

novel poignantly raises a question about the nature of freedom, what it might 

encompass, and the scope of its legitimacy. As might be expected with any sustained 

work on this novel, clear and concrete answers remain illusory. In the conclusion of 

the monograph, the authors assert: “Throughout its pages Gravity’s Rainbow evokes 

this new way of not-knowing, or at least mis-knowing, the manmade world” (219). 

Here, the authors gesture toward the compromised sense of agency the twentieth-

century person must come to terms with. As Herman and Weisenburger point out, 

unknowability serves as both a method of reading the novel and as a way of 

understanding Pynchon’s indictment of twentieth-century American culture. The 

authors write: “In the rocket’s world, people simply lack legible or audible advance 

warning signs pointing to the consequences of a causal process they might avert, or 

escape from, or meet with repentant hearts” (219). In this moment, Herman and 

Weisenburger take on the perspective of the object—the rocket—in order to reframe 

legibility as a diluted privilege now distributed among subject and object. This 

perspective of the object that Gravity’s Rainbow affords emanates from the 

descriptions and focus on parts and process that Pynchon is keen to delineate.  

The central conflict in the first section of Gravity’s Rainbow, and arguably 

throughout, is an extended debate about Slothrop that showcases the faulty tools of 



 95 

social science as they were understood in midcentury America. These debates are 

centered on materiality and process: For Mexico and Pointsman, it is a question of 

how Slothrop’s physical body can predict a material explosion; for Slothrop, a 

question of tracking down an object he cannot account for. There is, of course, the 

central question of the nature of the relationship of Slothrop’s sexual arousal and 

deployed V-2 rockets which is foregrounded in the first section of the novel. 

Simultaneously, Slothrop’s search for the rocket serialized as “00000,” its component 

part known as S-Gerät, or an unknown plastic expected to be part of its material 

composition known as Imipolex G, also emerges in the novel as a central question 

driving the narrative. These recognizable conventions of the detective novel suggest 

varying lead investigators: Pointsman and Mexico, Slothrop, and even the reader. The 

narrative itself winds backwards and forwards, offering backstories that complicate the 

various mysteries that arise in the text. This happens, true-to-form for Pynchon, 

without true conclusion or resolve: the central tension of the novel, being the quasi-

philosophical quandary about causality and the extent to which personal and historical 

phenomena are explicable, can never reach a satisfactory resolution. This tension 

centering on causality can be traced in any number of the novel’s episodes, but is 

perhaps most clearly staged in the first section of the novel in an extended 

conversation between Roger Mexico and Edward Pointsman.  

Their discussion initially centers on Slothrop and the relationship between his 

sexual arousal which seemingly coincides with the deployment of V-2 rockets across 

Europe. Mexico is a statistician, devoted to mathematics, formulas, and distributions. 
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Throughout their conversations, he insists that Slothrop’s sexual arousal and the 

deployment of rockets ought to be considered alongside what is known as a Poisson 

Distribution. Alternatively, Pointsman is committed to the teachings of Ivan Pavlov, 

and thus, remains fixated tracing Slothrop’s condition in a causal manner. This tension 

arises explicitly in the novel a multitude of times (and, I argue, the entirety of the 

novel is a reference to this debate in a more metaphorical sense). The first time a 

verbal conversation happens between the two men it is early in the text; the narrator 

asserting their irreparable differences at once: “If ever the Antipointsman existed, 

Roger Mexico is the man” (56). Mexico, the “young statistician,” “is devoted to 

number and method” (56). Pointsman, alternatively, is “in the domain of zero to one, 

not-something to something”; he “can only possess the zero and the one” (56). The 

introduction of their first extended interaction in the novel, then, seems to favor 

Mexico as his mathematical conceptions permit ambiguity in a way Pointsman’s 

ideation cannot. Even the title of the section, “Beyond the Zero” (which refers 

specifically to the extinction of a conditioned stimulus in Pavlovian terms), suggests 

that Pointsman’s inability to think in terms other than a simple binary renders his 

viewpoint incompatible with the world of the novel. The narrator underscores this 

privileging of perspectives later in the passage: “Like his master I.P. Pavlov before 

him, [Pointsman] imagines the cortex of the brain as a mosaic of tiny on/off elements . 

. . [b]ut to Mexico belongs the domain between zero and one—the middle Pointsman 

has excluded from his persuasion—the probabilities” (56). Pynchon’s reference to the 

cortex of the brain, which recurs throughout the novel, is significant insofar as it 
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demands a truly material focus even on Slothrop, their subject of study. Materiality, 

then, drives forth questions of origin and development for both objects and subjects at 

the center of the novel.  

The debate between Mexico and Pointsman becomes far more complex; even 

from their initial conversation, the narration makes clear that that their disagreement 

about the nature of causality has wide-reaching and philosophical implications. The 

narrator, chiding Mexico for his “priggish insensitivity,” states: “How can Mexico 

play, so at his ease, with these symbols of randomness and fright? Innocent as a child, 

perhaps unaware—perhaps—that in his play he wrecks the elegant rooms of history, 

threatens the idea of cause and effect itself?” (57). Pynchon characteristically theorizes 

the narrative as it progresses. In this instance, he flags the debate between Mexico and 

Pointsman as not only essential but quintessential: the question of causality is never 

really about Slothrop as an individual, but instead about historical developments and 

their attendant political dispensations. In spite of the way in which the novel subtly 

suggests the flaws in Pointsman’s thinking, Mexico’s is not without fault; specifically, 

the narrator asks: “What if Mexico’s whole generation turns out like this? Will 

Postwar be nothing but ‘events,’ newly created one moment to the next? No links? Is 

it the end of history?” (57, emphasis in original). The string of questions indicates a 

sense of anxiety in the novel; the narrator asserts that Mexico’s commitment to 

probability, rather than causality, signals a massive cultural shift that problematizes 

the way history has been and can be told. The disappearance of “links” looms as a 

threat to the way “history” itself can be conceptualized (57). Gravity’s Rainbow, as a 
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novel, exhibits what this may look like in its form: the lack of narrative cohesion, 

temporal and spatial incongruities, and its oscillation between matters ranging from 

the ethereal to the vulgar enshrouds its narrative it tells in a sense of unknowable, 

ineffable mystery that might be likened to the kind of historical record should faith in 

causality be fully disbanded à la Roger Mexico. Pynchon’s tone, then, is mocking and 

cynical: while Pointsman remains obtuse to the point of ambiguity, Mexico champions 

a worldview that is not truly imaginable. The frustrations inherent in these viewpoints 

urge the reader to develop their own—or at least, to find faults in both perspectives 

presented. Significantly, this debate, presented early in the novel, qualifies and 

complicates our reading of Pynchon’s objects. Furthermore, these debates are centered 

on Slothrop as an individual whose social conditioning has had severe yet opaque 

consequences. As such, this case study reflects anxieties surrounding individualism 

and the extent to which the individual exists as it was thought to in the 1970s.      

The differences in perspective between Roger Mexico and Edward Pointsman 

serve as a synecdoche for the novel as a whole. Their debate: Mexico’s commitment to 

statistical analysis and attendant acceptance of entropy as natural and perhaps 

inevitable versus Pointsman’s adherence to Pavlovian logic of conditioning, and 

therefore firm belief in the traceability of origins, represents Pynchon’s most central 

concern in Gravity’s Rainbow. The narration of the rocket serialized as “00000,” a 

mysterious part of that rocket called S-Gerät, and a mysterious component part of that 

part, a mysterious plastic known as Imipolex G, parallel this debate in material form. 

Both the strangeness of the rocket and the desire to identify, trace, and inventory it are 
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exacerbated by the enduring mysteriousness of its component parts. The search for 

these objects is mirrored in the novel by Mexico and Pointsman, even as their focus is 

squarely on Slothrop as a subject. In the first section of the novel, but after the initial 

debate between Mexico and Pointsman is staged, the two resume their argument, but 

this time inflected with a third perspective: that of Kevin Spectro. Spectro, unlike 

Mexico and Pointsman, does “not differentiate as much . . . between Outside and 

Inside,” instead seeing “the cortex as an interface organ, mediating between the two, 

but part of them both” (144, emphasis in original). The addition of Spectro’s opaque, 

somewhat ethereal view is characteristic for Pynchon: what seems an already 

complicated dichotomy is extrapolated to the obliquely philosophical. Perhaps, 

according to the logic of Spectro, the idea of cause and effect might be challenged on 

the basis of its assumption that we can differentiate one entity from another in the first 

place.  

Through free indirect discourse, the narrative delves more deeply into 

Pointsman psyche as he questions: “Was Spectro right? Could Outside and Inside be 

part of the same field?” (147). He ruminates: “Whatever we may find, there can be no 

doubt that [Slothrop] is, physiologically, historically, a monster. We must never lose 

control” (147, emphasis in original). Significantly, Pointsman’s perspective shifts 

here: he no longer harps on his commitment to causality, but instead to mastery of 

Slothrop as a test subject. By comparing Slothrop to a monster both in the context of 

his corporeality and in the context of history, Pointsman betrays his true drive as one 

undergirded by control, mastery, and the need to command submission. Pointsman, 
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thinking through his extended debate with Mexico as inflected by Spectro’s addition, 

wonders: “When one event happens after another with this awful regularity, of course 

you don’t automatically assume that it’s cause-and-effect. But you do look for some 

mechanism to make sense of it” (146). In what seems to be the logic of the lowest 

common denominator between all the perspectives on Slothrop thus far presented in 

the novel, Pointsman asserts: “The etiology ought to be traced, the treatment found” 

(146). By including such extensive debate about the nature of Slothrop’s strange 

sexual arousal and seemingly link to the deployment of V-2 rockets, Pynchon suggests 

a genuine interest in Slothrop-as-subject and therefore, as a potential source of 

innovative knowledge, even if that might be of a mystical nature. But, as attention to 

Pointsman’s inner ruminations suggests, these debates are inane and mischaracterize 

the chase for Slothrop and the quest to understand him as a physiological or historical 

subject. Instead, Slothrop is entirely objectified: a target, a monster, a thing to by 

studied, controlled, delineated.   

The debate between Mexico and Pointsman offers a nexus from which to read 

the novel, whether we are to embrace the randomness of events as they unfold or if we 

are to attempt connection between them. At several points throughout the novel, 

Pynchon offers deep histories of characters, their families, and objects created, used, 

and destroyed. Significantly, these histories are presented as processes, very much like 

the material objects (the rocket, paper, etc.) that are traced throughout the novel. These 

anecdotes have myriad effects: they deepen characterizations, they de-personalize 

characters by situating them in longer genealogies, and perhaps most importantly, they 
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intensify the central question about the role of causality for characters at the fore of the 

novel. The most pressing example of this is Slothrop and a strange but visceral 

account of the manufacturing of paper. Such familial details are revealed slowly, but 

methodically, over the course of the novel. The long history of Slothrops dates back to 

colonial American times. The relevance of these anecdotes remains unstated in the 

text, which goads the reader into the same complex debate about Slothrop as either a 

delineable effect (Pointsman, the Pavlovian’s perspective) or as a largely random 

whole whose actions cannot be easily traced (Mexico, the statistician’s perspective) 

that is explicitly staged early in the novel. These anecdotes provide material that might 

allow us to trace who Tyrone Slothrop is; they goad us toward psychoanalysis. Late 

into the third section of the novel Tyrone Slothrop communes with nature in a brief 

but poignant passage. The narrator states: “Trees, now—Slothrop’s intensely alert to 

trees, finally” (562). Here, the narrator curiously exerts a sense of expectation, 

confirming that as “he comes in among trees he will spend time touching them, 

studying them, sitting very quietly near them and understanding that each tree is a 

creature, carrying on its individual life, aware of what’s happening around it, not just 

some hunk of wood to be cut down” (563).  

This extended rumination on what seems like a brief aside in a long novel is 

followed immediately with details of Tyrone Slothrop’s ancestor’s relationship to 

trees. We learn that “Slothrop’s family actually made its money killing trees, 

amputating them from their roots, chopping them up, grinding them to pulp, bleaching 

that to paper and getting paid for this with more paper” (562). The juxtaposition of 
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Slothrop’s nearly mystical appreciation for nature with that of his family’s disregard 

and co-optation of nature in the aim of capitalistic goals suggests a causal, reactionary 

relationship between Tyrone Slothrop and his long family history. The paragraph 

shifts from the quasi-mystical to the explicitly magical, with Tyrone Slothrop seeming 

to respond directly to the narration about his family, commenting: “‘There’s insanity 

in my family’” (562). Slothrop apologizes to the earth around him and inquiries about 

the possibility of redemption, to which a “medium-sized pine nearby nods its top and 

suggests” that he vandalize a logging tractor at the next opportunity (562). The priest-

like pine’s prescription for amends offers a concrete suggestion for resistance.  

This anecdote works microcosmically in the novel to complicate Slothrop as a 

historical and social effect, particularly by investigating his relationship to the natural 

world and to objects. Slothrop’s attitude towards his family’s historically capitalistic 

relationship to nature is negative and apologetic. By providing a long arc of Slothrop’s 

family tree from colonial American to Tyrone himself, the novel decentralizes Tyrone 

Slothrop as a fully agentic and unique being, goading the reader to think through his 

comportment and afflictions as a tangled web of causality. While this is a central 

feature of Pynchon’s mode throughout Gravity’s Rainbow, this episode in particular 

functions to materialize, with the promise of actionable protest, Tyrone Slothrop’s 

acknowledgement of his role in American consumerism at midcentury. It is not 

insignificant that this passage retells how Slothrop’s ancestors produced a commodity 

through a process for which they conscripted nature into service. The narrator uses 

several gerunds to delineate the process by which paper was made through natural 
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resources in the aim of profit: “killing,” “amputating,” “chopping,” “grinding,” 

“bleaching,” and of course, finally, “getting paid” (562). By providing Slothrop’s 

family business history as a process of destruction—as opposed to more simply 

naming and indicting such business practices, the narration renders the trees as a 

character who have been victimized by atrocities wrought by capitalism. Thus, the 

trees themselves deserve recognition and reconciliation. The effect of this lands 

squarely on Slothrop’s agency: he becomes the antithesis of his ancestors as he is co-

opted by nature, receiving orders from the very raw material that once functioned as 

the stuff of a consumer good. In this sense, Pynchon’s paper is similar to Doctorow’s 

Model T Ford since both objects inhere processes made possible by modern 

technology, but fail to truly promote egalitarian relationships among their human 

users.  

Given his complexity and imbalance, Slothrop can hardly be a socialist hero, 

or a martyr for any identifiable cause. In this instance of literally communing with 

nature, Slothrop’s rejection of his family’s business pursuits leads him to the pine’s 

subversive orders. Thus, Tyrone Slothrop does not become the first free thinking, 

independent, and agentic Slothrop; he simply becomes enmeshed in yet another web 

of cause and effect. The narrative, thus, eviscerates Slothrop as individual, instead 

casting him as pure effect, even as that effect is a complicated assemblage. (This is, 

perhaps, a feature of all of Pynchon’s characters throughout his oeuvre, but only in the 

case of Tyrone Slothrop does such sustained attention to the dilution of agency result 

in such a character of seemingly pure effect.) This episode of nature-inspired 
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revelation uses the production of a commodity, namely paper, to indict unfettered 

capitalistic production, to be sure, but also, to illuminate Slothrop as an object much 

alike the commodity he bemoans. Paper, the V-2 rocket, Imipolex G, and Slothrop all 

function as objects of mystery whose explanation potentially lies in understanding 

their parts and process. (Such explanations are, of course, illusory, but these objects 

goad readers into searching for material traces nevertheless.) Pynchon’s comingling of 

subject and object is neither unique to his novels nor does it downplay the importance 

of the objects (ones patently not human) in Gravity’s Rainbow. Nevertheless, as seen 

in this brief communiqué between Slothrop, ancestry, and nature, the search for parts 

to understand the whole and the need to delineate processes of destruction and creation 

ground the novel as a project of discovery that insists on etiology of both material and 

mind.  

The sinuous and complex conversations about Slothrop-as-object outlined 

above are the central tenets of the novel. Of course, reading Gravity’s Rainbow as a 

postmodern detective novel necessitates reading for the way in which Slothrop is 

examined and hunted, and simultaneously, how Slothrop himself is cast as lead 

investigator. For Slothrop, his investigating is more material, but not necessarily more 

straightforward. Searching for the reality behind a rocket curiously serialized as 

“00000,” he peregrinates around Europe under various disguises with ever complexing 

strategies. The nebulousness of the narration itself—replete with unposted shifts in 

identify and characters and literary troupes influenced by what might be considered 

Eastern philosophy (for example, a lengthy episode of a tarot card reading towards the 
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conclusion of the novel; true-to-form for Pynchon, the conventions of the reading are 

interspersed with the actions of the narrative, thereby conflating the framing device 

and what is framed). The study of Slothrop quickly betrays any sense of wholeness or 

completeness in two ways. First, other characters (Pointsman, Mexico, et al) attempt 

to subdue him, but cannot understand who or what he actually is. Second, the form of 

the novel rejects the possibility of neat linearity with its postmodern elements of 

jarring contradictions and jumps in space and time. Slothrop’s search for the strangely 

serialized rocket is, in one sense, the ostensible driving force of the novel, or, at least, 

of Slothrop’s role in it. Gravity’s Rainbow dismantles any possibility of wholeness—

especially in the case of a mysterious and inexplicable object—by shifting between 

part and whole in a dizzying way. Specifically, Slothrop searches for the rocket itself, 

for a “black device” known as S-Gerät, and finally, the materiality of part of that black 

device, known curiously as Imipolex G. Pynchon, unsurprisingly, does not offer a 

clear resolution of what these objects are, how they work, or even why these deserve 

such centrality in the novel in the first place. 

Pynchon’s object lessons lead characters and readers alike to observe their own 

complicity in troubling economic and political structures, especially as these structures 

rely on militaries to promote their interests.  Steven Weisenburger writes that 

Gravity’s Rainbow is a “historical novel about the roots of the Cold War and the 

military-industrial complex . . . explor[ing] our collective complicity – including the 

author’s own personal complicity – with bureaucracies of terror and mass destruction” 

(4). While I am less interested in the biographical details of Pynchon’s life than 
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Weisenburger, his model of observing Gravity’s Rainbow with the mixed methods of 

biography and close reading demonstrate one way to consider this novel. The novel 

and Pynchon exist as dialogic subjects which Weisenburger investigates throughout 

this chapter. He writes: “Gravity’s Rainbow, for a time entitled ‘Mindless Pleasures,’ 

would seal his greatness and define Pynchon alongside William Faulkner as a writer 

who uses history to represent core contradictions and dilemmas of the twin projects 

named ‘America’ and ‘Modernity’” (44). Weisenburger is invested in exploring how 

Pynchon represents the breakdown of the modernity if it is to be conflated with a sense 

of technological and social progress. He asserts that “one of Pynchon’s great themes 

has been the powers of state apparatuses to transform people into objects” (53). 

Indeed, Pynchon’s intentional conflation of subjects and objects highlights the 

complicity of individuals in pernicious social systems.   

 

Objects & Affect 

 Reading Ragtime and Gravity’s Rainbow together produces a nuanced 

understanding of how anxieties surrounding intensified individualism in the 1970s 

impacted political resistance. Ragtime features Doctorow’s nostalgic representation of 

the past, replete with images of the Great Strikes and collective pushback against 

unchecked capitalism, which makes sense for a writer committed to the principles of 

the political Left. Interestingly, though, Ragtime is not prescriptive. It does not offer a 

guide for becoming effectively resistant, but instead remains invested in portraying a 

world that cannot be neatly theorized. In effect, the reader is left with a kaleidoscopic 
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world they are to make sense of. Gravity’s Rainbow, though distinct from Ragtime in a 

number of stylistic ways, has more in common with Ragtime than has been previously 

noted by scholars. Namely, both novels: rely on deep historical narrativizations to 

diagnose their contemporary moments; resist neat conclusions and thus thrust upon the 

reader a degree of agency unique to postmodern literature; respond to the social 

changes that seemed to replace collective imagination with personal, individualistic 

concerns. Like the early critics in the seventies who wrote disparagingly about the 

narcissism that seemed infused in everyday life, Doctorow and Pynchon have a sense 

of urgency in demanding that readers understand their lives as social and 

interconnected. While Doctorow makes this assertion by illustrating scenes of injustice 

that can only be truly addressed with structural changes, Pynchon represents a world 

in which even the most private and internal quests for truth uncover endless 

connectivity and complicity. At first glance, then, these novels of the seventies seem 

to largely coincide with Tom Wolfe et al, who bemoan what they see as cultural 

decline. But, careful attention to the objects narrated in each novel proves otherwise; 

specifically, that while the “me” movements were palpable and very real, they do not 

signal indolent resignation as much as they were responses to a chaotic, illegible 

world.     

 Doctorow and Pynchon invite their reader to develop their own sense of ethics 

when reading their novels. Clear and conclusive answers are difficult to come by in 

both novels, and thus, the reader must grapple with horrifying images of poverty and 

destruction, scenes of grave inequality, and wanton violence, all without clear 
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direction. There is, perhaps, a nihilistic option that concludes that the strange 

juxtapositions and maze of ideologies in such novels properly reflected a changing 

world that could not be unpacked or demystified according to any set of artistic 

conventions. And yet, these novels have an affective component that seems to defy a 

classic nihilistic perspective. By looking at Model T Fords and fireworks and forests 

made into paper and rockets, the imperative of something like hope—or at least a 

commitment to the future—becomes visible. While these novels cannot offer a 

blueprint for how to resist unethical power structures we wish we were not a part of, 

their objects demand that we consider alternative forms of resistance.  
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Chapter 3 

A “WORLD FULL OF ABANDONED MEANING”: ATROCITY IN 
AMERICAN NOVELS OF THE 1980s 

 
The previous chapter shows us how 1970s novelists were concerned with 

breaking apart the myth of American individualism. In the 1980s, writers imagined 

how collective losses have defined American culture in lingering, haunting ways. 

Many such novels of the 1980s refuse the conventions of postmodernism, demanding 

the political and social urgency of causal and traceable historical records. Specifically, 

they ask us to revisit the lingering legacies of painful histories that inhere in our 

quotidian objects and daily lives. In the novels at the center of this chapter, American 

slavery and the Holocaust are brought to the fore. These works do not stage a 

complete break with postmodernism, but instead position the historical record as more 

concrete, reliable, and causal than their literary antecedents such as Thomas Pynchon 

and E.L. Doctorow. In novels by those authors from the 1970s, which were featured in 

the last chapter, history tends to be represented as so complex that it evades any neat 

and decisive storytelling conventions. Novelists of the 1980s, as we see in this chapter, 

demonstrate the political importance of tracing historical causality. Many canonical 

works published in the 1980s offer complex representations of worlds where the 

permanence of the historical record—often signaled and explored by material 

objects—occupies a more central role in the present. The previous chapter discusses 

how E.L. Doctorow and Thomas Pynchon break down objects and images, from Harry 
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Houdini’s disappearing acts to the V-2 rocket’s explosion. For Doctorow and 

Pynchon, literary objects combust, disappear, and evaporate, and thus their novels 

mark the 1970s as a time rife with anxieties about permanence, longevity, 

predictability, stability, and above all, the role of the individual within this new 

framework. American novels of the 1980s do not resolve these tensions, but instead, 

underscore the role of history as indelible, thereby moving away from the high 

postmodernist treatment of history as irreparably fractured. The 1980s ushered in 

widespread concerns about mortality in the United States with the erosion of welfare, 

economic austerity imposed by the policies of Ronald Reagan, the so-called war on 

drugs, racist policies such as stop-and-frisk, and the AIDS crisis. The accumulation of 

these social concerns spurred the creation of fiction that moved beyond descriptions of 

breakdown and entropy toward new artistic works that sought to diagnose and 

dismantle problematic structures through close examination of how the past persisted 

in the eighties in tangible ways. 

U.S. novels in the 1980s, though, cannot be read as a united front against 

Reagan’s policies or be said to confront a singular observable set of historical or 

political conditions. The decade’s novels cannot be considered in a monolithic bloc, 

nor are their temporal boundaries so rigid as to set the decade fully apart from the 

1970s or the 1990s. Social changes that took shape in the eighties were complex and 

even, in some respects, incoherent: liberating movements carried on from the 1970s 

even while the social order skewed toward conservative values globally, with images 

of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher sitting together and looking ahead stoically 
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coming to mind.31 Canonical U.S. texts from this decade reflect enduring struggles 

with domestic and global developments that coalesced in the 1980s. Marilynne 

Robinson’s Housekeeping (1980), Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982), Sandra 

Cisnero’s The House on Mango Street (1984), William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), 

Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985), Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian (1985), Tom 

Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) are 

prime examples.32 Any of these novels could serve as entryways into the 1980s, even 

as their subject matter varies from cowboys to cyberpunk. 

Such novels about the increasingly globalized world (from a U.S. vantage 

point) often situate America in broader geographical and political contexts, pushing 

against national boundaries. They often do this by featuring objects with histories of 

production so blurred their foreign or domestic status is impossible to declare. Writing 

 
 
31 Many sources—from academic scholarship to newspaper articles from the 1980s to 
retrospectives published very recently—explore the relationship between Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Even a quick Google search yields results with titles 
that reference their “relationship,” their “special relationship,” and their “extra special 
relationship.” The documented and often celebrated comradery of Reagan and 
Thatcher, which historians remain preoccupied with today, signals a deeply 
entrenched sense of Anglo-American unity around neoliberal economic policies 
(privatization) and anti-communism.  

32 While this study is principally concerned with U.S. literary history and therefore 
“American” novels, global or world literature in the 1980s also prospered. Many of 
notable works from this decade remain influential, such as J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for 
the Barbarians (1980), Salmon Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), Umberto Eco’s 
The Name of the Rose (1980), and Gabriel García Márquez’s Love in the Time of 
Cholera (1985).  
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about postmodernism in 1989, Fredric Jameson refers to “this whole global, yet 

American, postmodern culture” (5). It would be difficult to overestimate American 

imperialistic influence on the world in the 1980s; American art from the time, then, 

offers perspectives not only from “American” vantage points, but ones constituted by 

internationalization. But what events, exactly, can we read for in fictions produced at 

the time? First, pervasive anxiety regarding communism and the “West’s” response 

deserves mention. The Cold War and its attendant global arms race focused on nuclear 

weapons, which coincided with numerous international conflicts, dominated news 

streams in the 1980s. Geopolitical tensions during this time period, which often took 

the shorthand American form of “anti-communism,” raged while technological 

developments seemed to accelerate like never before. Personal computers (PCs), leaps 

in medical capabilities, the invention of the world wide web, space exploration, and a 

myriad of other advances all shaped the 1980s. Thus, anxieties about the shifting 

world order were coupled with emerging technological advancements that both 

dazzled and intimidated. 

American novels of the 1980s, while embedded in this culture of global 

networks and conflicts, respond pointedly to domestic events and issues that were 

legible in more local contexts. Namely, the AIDS epidemic, exacerbated by social 

policies enacted by the Reagan administration, commanded a central place in 
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novelists’ and artists’ minds.33 Simultaneously, writers addressed increasingly 

prevalent images of the “welfare queen,” a figure created to fuel economic austerity 

measures.34 Ronald Reagan’s two-term presidency, dating from 1981-1989, heavily 

shaped the decade, materially and culturally. Reaganomics entailed tax cuts for the 

rich and increased austerity for the poor, shrinking and eliminating crucial social 

programs.35 Howard Zinn explains that this was not simply a partisan issue; he writes 

that “Democrats often joined Republicans in denouncing welfare programs. 

Presumably, this was done to gain political support from a middle-class public that 

 
 
33 Jennifer Brier’s Infectious Ideas: US Political Responses to the AIDS Crisis (2009) 
explores how the US government responded the AIDS crisis, often in vexing ways. 
Reagan’s response is placed under particular scrutiny as his polices inflamed, rather 
than ameliorated, the crisis. 

34 Cathy J. Cohen, writing about new political possibilities for a queer politics, 
suggests that “a politics where the nonnormative and marginal position of punks, 
bulldaggers, and welfare queens . . . is the basis for progressive transformative 
coalition work” (438). Cohen’s project “to create a space in opposition to dominant 
norms, a place where transformational political work can begin” is a response to the 
dominant social order as it manifested in the time of Reagan’s presidency and the 
social and economic policies that ensued (438).   

35 Howard Zinn writes: “Much of the public did not know, and were not informed by 
either political leaders or the media, that welfare took a tiny part of the taxes, and 
military spending took a huge chunk of it. Yet, the public's attitude on welfare was 
different from that of the two major parties. It seemed that the constant attacks on 
welfare by politicians, reported endlessly in the press and on television, did not 
succeed in eradicating a fundamental generosity felt by most Americans” (A People’s 
History of the United States). The proliferation of the anti-welfare state, thus, was not 
exactly a partisan issue as much as it became part and parcel of the cultural zeitgeist. 
Regardless of political party, Americans were largely influenced by (fabricated) 
images of opportunistic individuals whose personal choices resigned them to the 
welfare state system.   
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believed they were paying taxes to support teenage mothers and people they thought 

too lazy to work” (579). Zinn’s explores how the public was misled: “Much of the 

public did not know, and were not informed by either political leaders or the media, 

that welfare took a tiny part of the taxes, and military spending took a huge chunk of 

it” (579). Zinn argues that overall public sentiment toward poverty skewed toward 

judgment instead of empathy. Mass death was met with seeming indifference by the 

nation’s most powerful political leaders. Ever-increasing financial and social precarity 

and intensified racial tension marks the 1980s as a transitional decade in American 

history, an anxious fulcrum between the countercultural decades of the 1960s and 

1970s and the digitized, neoliberal 1990s and new millennium.36 It is no wonder, then, 

that novels from the 1980s explore the lingering legacies of mass death—the 

Holocaust and American slavery—as reminders of their persistence in the present. In 

the novels that are the subject of this chapter, these historical atrocities linger on the 

page alongside anxieties about technology and commodification during late-stage 

capitalism. 

 
 
36 Zinn explains how Reagan’s economic policies disproportionately affected 
minorities. He writes: “While everybody at the lower levels was doing worse, there 
were especially heavy losses for blacks, Hispanics, women, and the young. The 
general impoverishment of the lowest-income groups that took place in the Reagan-
Bush years hit black families hardest, with their lack of resources to start with and 
with racial discrimination facing them in jobs. The victories of the civil rights 
movement had opened up spaces for some African-Americans, but left others far 
behind” (A People’s History of the United States). 
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This chapter examines two canonical 1980s novels to demonstrate how U.S. 

fiction from this decade responds to these political and technological conditions by 

depicting objects-in-process. Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985) and Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved (1987) serve as the two protagonists in this case study. The two novels are 

almost never read together: Morrison’s lyrical, gothic treatment of the legacy of 

American slavery and DeLillo’s satirical portrait of hyper-consumerist life in an 

American suburb seem like radically different, perhaps even opposing texts. But in 

this chapter, I show how the two novels share several contextual and thematic 

similarities that have been overlooked by scholars. Both novels have been canonized 

and are often held up as their authors’ finest work. And both were written in the 

1980s. Even while each novel has received enormous attention, they have not been 

read together, largely, I argue, because DeLillo is most often thought about as a 

postmodern writer who thinks about technology, modernity, and history, while 

Morrison is read for her treatment of race and its central role in America’s structural 

violence. This division is ironic as both White Noise and Beloved signal pressing 

concerns about race relations in the late twentieth-century, with both novelists 

bringing to the fore specters of genocide to shed light on the historical moment in 

which they wrote these novels.  

I argue that reading for objects-in-process in both texts reveals the shared 

concerns of these novels—the way that DeLillo and Morrison think about the 

pressures and terrors of the 1980s through the various artifacts that appear in their 

novels. Before elaborating on this argument, I want to consider why these novels are 
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so rarely thought together. The first reason is historical: the 1980s were a decade in 

which race came to influence fiction publishing and literary scholarship in particular 

ways. The push toward diversifying the canon, toward reading and teaching more 

ethnic fiction, had the (unintended) effect of siloing literature by writers of color and 

critical race studies from other (white) authors and texts. But what happens if we 

revisit the 1980s to think beyond such siloes? What kind of literary history crystallizes 

when we think about novels that seem different but overlap in their historically-

motivated treatment of objects?37   

Both novels focus on mass death through their respective lenses of U.S. 

plantation slavery and World War II. More specifically, both novels connect these 

histories of mass death to the present of their publication (the 1980s): White Noise 

satirically narrates the creation and proliferation of Hitler Studies as an academic 

discipline that seems to incite fascination but not necessarily critique and Beloved uses 

the trope of haunting to remind readers that the brutality of antebellum slavery lingers 

in the final decades of the 20th. Thus, both novels reassess the myths of modernity in 

light of grim histories that remain with us. This concern with mass death in relation to 

American modernity links the two novels and shapes each text independently. Reading 

 
 
37 In posing such questions, I draw from a rich body of scholarship that addresses how 
representation and pedagogy can serve as effective political tools, especially when it 
comes to promoting racial justice. bell hooks’s Teaching to Transgress: Education as 
the Practice of Freedom (1994) and Madhu Dubey’s Black Women Novelists and the 
Nationalist Aesthetic (1994) are both examples of scholarship that do this work.  
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the novels together thus illuminates their shared status as “1980s” novels while 

showing both texts’ central concerns with objects-in-process. While scholars have 

(mostly) written about Beloved as a novel about race and have (mostly) written about 

White Noise as a novel about late capitalism, this chapter considers the extent to which 

Beloved can be read as an indictment of capitalism, and simultaneously, how White 

Noise confronts race. Beloved might not seem to concern itself with late capitalism at 

first glance, but in fact, it focuses extensively on the effects of slavery as a brutal 

transaction, indicting late twentieth-century America as a country based on plantation 

capitalism.38 In turn, White Noise is, in fact, about whiteness not only because it 

includes a variety of generic, deracinated goods, but also as it confronts toxic racial 

conditions in 1980s America. The conspicuous absence of race as a matter of concern 

in a novel obsessed with the color white does not imply a post-racial perspective, but 

instead gestures toward a violent, subsuming whiteness as a symptom of late 

capitalism. Even while Morrison focuses on the past and DeLillo explicitly writes 

about his present, both novelists ask pressing questions about the way history should 

be remembered in the eighties.  

 Indeed, I locate the nexus of these two novels by considering, as in previous 

chapters, objecthood and objects. In Beloved and White Noise I identify and analyze 

objects-in-process, or objects that might be traced from their creation to their 

 
 
38 I borrow this term, “plantation capitalism,” from the work of Mark M. Smith.  
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destruction in whole or in part. White Noise, for instance, is filled with such an 

abundance of objects that noting them is almost inevitable in any serious critical study 

of the novel. From books to drugs to television sets to radios to tricycles, DeLillo 

depicts how objects filter into and shape characters’ sense of interiority. Dylar, the 

drug that promises to relieve one’s fear of death, for instance, is illustrated as a 

complex technology that Jack, the protagonist, tries to understand by learning about its 

molecular development and use. Beloved doesn’t catalog objects in the same way as 

White Noise, but Morrison includes key objects that shape her portrait of formerly 

enslaved people and their struggles. The novel draws upon the dehumanizing logics of 

slavery, under which humans were treated as property, in order to dismantle them. 

Beloved, the ghost that haunts the protagonist’s house and the novel, appears as both 

human and object—a troubling, liminal being who reminds readers of slavery’s 

violence against subjects. Morrison’s novel insists upon the indelibility of the past 

while simultaneously playing with traditional notions of matter and stability. Other, 

more ‘conventional’ objects signal interiority: a tobacco tin, an “emerald closet.” 

Objects of value and consumption are woven into a drama of survival: velvet that 

characters cross state lines to obtain, foodways that appear throughout the narrative. 

And vexing objects appear as well: crystal earrings mistaken for diamonds, furniture 

that moves on its own, and black shoes too clean to be real. The process behind these 

objects, their creation and circulation, is not narrated, but that is precisely the point: 

their appearance, often ghostly as it were, is what gives them meaning. Beloved is a 

novel about displacement, which is evidenced through process: characters are turned 
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into objects, objects come to possess inexplicable agency or other-worldliness. Both in 

White Noise and Beloved, objects-in-process, whether those are processes carefully 

articulated but without meaningful ends, or objects with processes whose opacity is 

underscored but never undone, reveal how the past lingers in meaningful ways.  

 Both White Noise and Beloved portray objects-in-process that convey a 

political feeling. This political feeling reads, at first, to be anxiety. In DeLillo’s novel, 

for instance, anxiety drives the narrative for all of the central characters and shapes the 

world of the text. The final passages of White Noise taunt the reader with the potential 

gory death of Wilder, a toddler who crosses a busy street dangerously. He does not 

die, but the novel holds the reader in suspense of catastrophe, thus creating a sense of 

sharp anxiety—here in this moment, and throughout. These feelings of anxiety are 

seemingly brought about by the trappings of late capitalism, punctuated by pervasive 

media and generic commodities that embody an exponentially intensified Marxian 

fetish in which labor, origin, and any sort of product specificity are erased. The novel 

taunts us with the illegible processes behind technology and consumer goods, offering 

extended sketches of characters overcompensating with this lack by focusing on 

process ad nauseum. Nowhere is this clearer than in Jack’s founding role in Hitler 

Studies, a new field that is clearly obsessed with causality and historical roots, and yet 

one that does not produce critique as much as it stirs a sense of excitement. We are left 

with a sense of anxious searching that seems urgent but fruitless. Beloved, while 

distinct in so many ways from White Noise, employs a similar model of historical 

depth. Morrison’s novel shows us the material, spiritual, and social legacies of slavery 
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that continue to haunt us. Beloved, like White Noise, is about historical process. Its 

objects, when read for the ways they expose and confuse process, also leave us with a 

political feeling that history shapes the present. Read together, these two novels use 

objects-in-process to demand that causal historical models be taken seriously, thereby 

leaving readers with a sense of historical connection to the traumatic past.        

 

The Earnestness of White Noise: A “World Full of Abandoned Meanings”  

White Noise follows its protagonist, Jack Gladney, a distinguished professor 

and founder of Hitler Studies at the College-on-the-Hill in the Midwest. His current 

wife, Babette (fifth marriage; fourth wife), wants to overcome her fear of death and 

upon seeing an advertisement for drug that promises to do just that, she enters into a 

strange relationship with an enigmatic character named Mr. Gray. The central action 

of the novel involves Jack discovering that Babette has begun taking this drug, named 

Dylar (which he goes to great lengths to attempt to understand at a chemical, 

molecular level). But the novel also toggles between several other narrative lines. 

Their four children (Heinrich, Denise, Steffie, Wilder) play important roles in the 

novel. Each of them interact with media and technology in interesting and confusing 

ways, from encountering simulations of natural disasters to striking descriptions of 

Wilder (the youngest child) left perplexed by watching his mother teach a class on 

television. At the novel’s ending, Jack attempts to murder Mr. Gray, but decides not to 
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go through with it. White Noise concludes with the image of Wilder crossing a busy 

road on his tricycle, surviving.39  

It is perhaps ironic to write about White Noise, famously satirical, as a novel 

genuinely concerned with historicity. Certainly, DeLillo’s satirical tone lends itself to 

a complex critique of U.S. modernity, structured by late capitalism and the dramatic 

uptick of media presence in everyday life. A massive amount of scholarship explicates 

DeLillo’s nuanced understanding of modernity, generally focusing on his 

representations of technology’s immersion not only into quotidian experience, but into 

the very subjectivities of his characters. Scenes that blend interior monologues with 

radio voiceovers, for instance, or Jack’s youngest child’s confusion about the realness 

of his televised mother substantiate this point. DeLillo insists on the power of 

technology to shape consciousness through the novel’s overdetermined monologues 

that soak up and replicate media forms. But it also depicts objects altering 

consciousness more wholly. Dylar, the drug that Jack’s wife takes that promises 

courage in the face of death, is at the center of the novel, functioning not as proof that 

technology can colonize the mind, but as a metaphor through which DeLillo highlights 

 
 
39 White Noise is obsessed with objects. Even the cover of the Penguin Classic edition 
evidences this with orange figures on the front side and back of the novel, to include 
the publisher’s signature penguin amid an assuming cloud, a bicycle, a sandwich with 
miscellaneous parts slipping away from each other, a pipe, a prescription bottle, a gun, 
interweaving snakes, a pencil, and a pipe. Of course, the publisher’s choice of cover is 
interpretive, but the plethora of objects that crop up throughout the novel is 
undeniable. 
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how difficult it can be to understand the objects that humans create and champion. 

Second, the novel showcases generic consumer goods, each wrapped in all white 

packaging. Like the drug, these items draw satirically upon Marxian thought, 

literalizing the commodity fetish and the way that late American capitalism obscures 

goods’ production.     

DeLillo signals his characters’ frustration with the lack of discernable object 

processes with an extensive—perhaps even exhaustive—focus on narrative process. 

The novel is obsessed with process, which can be seen in descriptions of rituals, 

simulations, and repetition.  Throughout the narrative, process is underscored as 

fundamental to both objects and their use—the way that certain rituals depend upon 

certain artifacts. For instance, Jack’s children regularly participate in simulations of 

natural disasters that require recitation and practice—even when they are assigned the 

role of victim in the hypothetical attacks. Henrich’s friend, Orest Mercator, trains “‘to 

break the world endurance record for sitting in a cage of poisonous snakes,’” which he 

practices time and again, growing closer to the so-considered real event with each 

practice (174). Examples abound, but nowhere is DeLillo’s focus on rehearsal and 

repetition—on process—clearer than in the passages describing Jack’s thinking as he 

seeks our Mr. Gray, the man who supplies Babette with Dylar after sleeping with her 

in a motel room. Jack’s thought process—and the recursive narration that is so focused 

on process—stands in contradistinction to objects whose processes of creation are 

obscured and seemingly unattainable. With Jack’s thoughts, we have process ad 

nauseum, which reminds readers of its absence when it comes to the novel’s objects. 
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Towards the end of White Noise, Jack comes to understand connections between 

objects, parts, and people in a more nuanced way. He drives around Iron City, 

“looking for signs of some erstwhile German presence” as he searches out Mr. Gray 

(290). Throughout the chapter, Jack narrates his “plan” several times, with slight 

variations each time (290). Initially, his “plan” is to “[d]rive past the scene several 

times, park some distance from the scene, go back on foot, locate Mr. Gray under his 

real name or an alias, shoot him three times in the viscera” and stage a dramatic scene 

of suicide (290). This plan, or, a version of this plan, is repeated throughout the 

chapter. Jack revises it as he enters Mr. Gray’s hotel room and begins to interact with 

him. For instance, even after Jack interacts with Mr. Gray, mainly discussing Dylar 

and observing the room and its many objects that now “glowed” with “a secret life 

rising out of them,” he recites his plan (296). He narrates: “I was ready to kill him 

now. But I didn’t want to compromise the plan. The plan was elaborate” (296). Jack 

continues to narrate his “plan,” but significantly, revises it to include a greater degree 

of detail (296). Now, after Jack has met Mr. Gray and interacted with him, the plan 

becomes far more colorful, complete with details such as “swivel[ing] [his] head to 

look peripherally into rooms,” “gaining [Mr. Gray’s] confidence,” and “smearing 

crude words on the walls in the victim’s own blood as evidence of his final cult-related 

frenzy” (296-7). That this plan becomes more elaborate, nuanced, and specific as Jack 

recites it to himself reframes his murderous attempt from a violent and sudden episode 

to a slower and more insidious act that is planned coldly and calmly. While this 

episode is not one explicitly about material process, it nevertheless underscores the 
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novel’s abiding pressure of process and simulation.  Repetition, plays an important 

role in Jack’s thinking and throughout the novel; DeLillo’s focus on compulsive 

reiterations occurs both in the narrative and at the level of objects. 

Jack’s meeting with Mr. Gray (a man who is actually named Willie Mink) is 

arguably the climax of the novel; it serves as an entryway into understanding White 

Noise more broadly as a novel that hinges on process. The climax of the novel is not 

actually Jack shooting Mr. Gray and then taking him to the hospital to recover (in 

stark contrast to his burgeoning plan carefully recited throughout the chapter), but 

instead is his journey to Iron City to find Mr. Gray. Notably, Jack’s plan, in spite of 

the novel’s laborious repetition of it, does not come to fruition. Instead, he finds 

himself “virtuous,” asking if it is “better to commit evil and attempt to balance it with 

an exalted act than to live a resolutely neutral life” (299). Although the question has an 

element of dark humor—Jack doesn’t contemplate attempting to simply live a good 

life—it frames the novel’s broader treatment of ethics. The politics of the novel seem 

to shift as quickly and nebulously as Jack’s sense of morality. The tone here, and 

throughout, is clinical, cold, and descriptive, thereby leading to confusion about where 

the novel stands at all. Is White Noise itself a “resolutely neutral” text? Considering 

the novel’s focus on Hitler and the Holocaust, this is an especially pressing question; 

history is ever-present and valued, but to unclear ends. Is Jack’s attempted murder of 

Willie Mink an indictment of Jack’s character? Is it simply the natural reaction that 

must be explained by chains of neurochemical cause and effect? Many scholars have 

explored the politics of the novel, and while my analysis relies on understanding 
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DeLillo’s assessment of modernity across his work, I am more interested in exploring 

the ethics that come from his treatment of objects. That is, if we look carefully at the 

objects in White Noise with a focus on relationality and process, we see less a set 

stance on the perils of a looming future as it was perceived in the 1980s, and more of a 

method of thinking that DeLillo is invested in modeling for readers. Specifically, 

DeLillo intimates—through representations of carefully rehearsed processes, that the 

1980s was a time deeply subsumed with anxieties about the lack of process in our 

objects and customs. Repetition, search for origins, and simulation all signal a political 

feeling of anxiety that can be quelled by paying particular attention to causality and 

history. The novel does not actually position Jack as a hero because of his “exalted 

act” of not killing Willie; instead, it depicts the process by which he orchestrates an 

attempted killing and rationalizes his actions (299). Jack is not the novel’s hero, but a 

neutral figure searching for answers earnestly.  

If we understand White Noise as a novel about process, we can extend beyond 

the oft-posed questions surrounding DeLillo studies that relate to politics and his 

relationship to (post)modern experience. In the aforementioned example, DeLillo 

takes us through a psychic journey that demands we pay attention to process. 

Belaboring Jack’s plan shifts our attention toward the act of rehearsing and iteration 

instead of the act itself. Focusing on repetition and iteration reveals that White Noise is 

concerned with process, rehearsal, and simulation. Instead of leaving us with clear 

resolution, these repetitions leave us with an anxious feeling of the need to rehearse. 

We, like Jack, are stuck in a loop that seems inescapable. DeLillo narrates 
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technological experiences that mediate human existence. What we read in much of the 

novel is the experience of that mediation, and thus, my reading of the novel decenters 

its subjects, focusing instead on subject-object relationships. For example, the 

injection of television and radio in everyday life and the “airborne toxic event,” while 

they render Jack and Babette and the children in a new light, they more importantly 

reveal anxieties about the changing world the novel depicts.  

White Noise features a local grocery store at multiple points in the narrative. 

The grocery store first appears early in the novel; coincidentally, Jack and Babette run 

into Murray Jay Siskind each time they go grocery shopping. Murray is a visiting 

professor at the College-on-the-Hill; he stays in a boarding house. Similar to Jack, he 

seems aloof and strange throughout the novel, offering platitudes of so-considered 

wisdom. The first time Jack and Babette see Murray in the supermarket, the items in 

his cart are described in detail. Jack narrates: “His basket held generic food and drink, 

nonbrand items in plain white packages with simple labeling” (18). These white 

packages appear throughout the text. Jack continues his careful observation of 

Murray’s things, citing “a white can labeled CANNED PEACHES,” “a white package 

of bacon without a plastic window for viewing a representative slice,” and a “jar of 

roasted nuts [that] had a white wrapper bearing the words IRREGULAR PEANUTS” 

(18). Jack is highly observant and clinical, describing what he sees while 

simultaneously noticing absences—in this case, namely, the missing “plastic window” 

and the lack of specified, branded items (18). One reading of these generically 

packaged item borrows from Marxian thinking: these objects exemplify the total 
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alienation of labor. The packages erase their origins and their processes of coming into 

being, like any commodity, but the white generic packaging intensifies that erasure. 

Unlike familiar grocery store items, these lack clear branding; they are examples of 

Baudrillard’s simulacrum as they epitomize a copy that has no original.40 These 

objects do, indeed, underscore such erasure: the source of these products, the labor 

that goes into producing them, how and who made them are all obscured, symbolized 

neatly by white packaging that might be confused with nothingness. In short, the white 

packages signify a lack of process that cannot be traced in the modern moment. It is 

erasure writ large. The novel, which reminds us of the importance of seeking out 

process, signals that this erasure is a detriment to twentieth-century America. This 

satirized loss of process that is replaced with a fetish for process that is maladaptive. 

Instead of providing answers or clarity, these simulations of disaster response and 

Jack’s recursively narrated plans for murderous revenge signal anxieties about the 

unknowability of the material world. Jack, his family, and more broadly, the American 

public, have overcorrected in their search for knowing, leaving them as perpetual 

seekers who can only simulate a search for meaning. 

But the generic nature of these products, and especially their whiteness, does 

not only signify an absence. On one hand, these products signal the blandness of 

postwar surburan life in the U.S. On the other, it invites readers to explore the politics 

 
 
40 From Baudrillard’s seminal “Simulacra and Simulation” (1981).  
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of this absence. Even if the novel is nihilistic, it reveals discernable political 

commitments. Nihilism is not the absence of a belief system, but instead, it is a set of 

beliefs that carry their own code of ethics. As such, I recognize the white packaging 

and these generic items as things that masquerade as empty signifiers but instead, 

represent the thwarted desire to trace origins and understand process. They do not 

show us the impossibility of finding process; they instead remind us of the continued 

and undying need to consider process even when it is obfuscated. The paragraph in 

which Jack first notices the white objects concludes with the observation: “Murray 

kept nodding to Babette as [he] introduced them” (18). Instead of focusing on the 

interaction between his colleague and wife, Jack’s attention remains fixed on the 

groceries. Notably, Murray’s does, too. The first thing Murray says to Jack and 

Babette is his opinion of the packaging: “‘This is the new austerity . . . [f]lavorless 

packaging. It appeals to me. I feel I’m not only saving money but contributing to some 

kind of spiritual consensus. It’s like World War III. Everything is white. They’ll take 

our bright colors away and use them in the war effort’” (18-9). By inciting a fictional 

future world war, the novel demands we pay attention to the link these objects have 

with the past. Specifically, their whiteness is not an absence at all but a gesture toward 

white supremacy that is instead packaged as generic, mundane, and expected. Murray 

cathects his sense of national identity to the objects. This observation marks the 

groceries as symbolic of the United States. Murray continues: “‘You were right, Jack. 

This is the last avant-garde. Bold new forms. The power to shock’” (19). Thus, the 

generic packaging is also seen as a version of art. The packages serve as “forms,” but 
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Murray stops there in his analysis (19). We know he is thrilled by how they “shock,” 

but we remain unaware what kind of “shock” they cause (19). Like the packages 

themselves, Murray’s statements remain opaque.  

The novel, then, offers incomplete analyses and baits readers with signifiers of 

untraceable origins. Such signifiers point toward the novel’s message that technology 

and its objects have colonized reality, saturating everyday experience with unknown 

but ever-present materials and mediations. The white packaging of consumer goods 

provides one example of how objects mediate characters’ interactions and experiences. 

The packages simulate an idea of sameness, creating a sense of “‘austerity’” that can 

be considered ironically by shoppers who, like Murray, come to be familiar with and 

even prefer the white items sold to the branded ones. The irony here is that these 

objects, tokens of ubiquity and sameness, stand in for white supremacist logics. They 

only appear to signify nothingness at first glance, but in reality, they signal complicity 

with social structures rooted in oppression.41 Simultaneously, the whiteness of the 

objects suggests that they are waiting to have meaning inscribed onto them. Of course, 

 
 
41 Hannah Arendt developed a concept called “the banality of evil” in a report called 
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1964). This report detailed 
the trial of Adolf Eichmann, describing him as a nondescript bureaucrat who was 
thoughtless rather than deliberately callous. This concept has a clear affinity with 
White Noise as a novel and specifically, with the passages in the novel concerning 
generically packaged white grocery items. Preference or affinity for these items is both 
insidious and symptomatic, rather than idiosyncratic.  
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this is a false promise of capitalism as the objects are, in fact, a product of complex 

processes, even if those processes are obscured.  

Media objects also shape characters’ thoughts and feelings. Countless scenes in 

the novel feature television shows and radio broadcasts. For example, at one point in 

the text Jack and his children and Murray see Babette on television as she teaches an 

etiquette class. Jack narrates: “It was the picture that mattered, the face in black and 

white, animated but also flat, distanced, sealed off, timeless” (103). The chapter ends 

with a description of Wilder, the youngest child in the family, “remain[ing] at the TV 

set, within inches of the dark screen, crying softly, uncertainly, in low heaves and 

swells, as Murray took notes” (104). Here, and in many other places in the novel, the 

television sparks conversation and consumes energy and attention almost boundlessly. 

In other instances, the language of television blends with the novel. This example, 

though, is especially poignant as Murray observes Wilder, the television, and the room 

as elements in a cultural transaction. Of course, Wilder cries because he is confused by 

his mother’s likeness appearing on screen. Wilder’s inability to separate reality from 

media is a confusion that runs throughout the novel, as simulations and reality collide 

and collapse into one another, both in media forms like the television and in 

emergency disaster preparations in which the children participate. Murray’s attempt to 

search for meaning in the scene is thus comic, as there can be no elucidating “reality” 

drawn from this blurry encounter, regardless of what his notes might be regarding.  

Understanding White Noise as a parody of meaning making is key to properly 

assessing the novel. With its seemingly unlimited lists of objects and its many strange 
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ruminations on life and media, DeLillo seems to offer a complicated matrix of 

symbols that might attempt to be deconstructed. Of course, though, this would be 

fruitless. Nevertheless, the novel critiques modernity by noting the deteriorating 

effects of capitalism, globalism, and continuous stream of media. Instead of rewriting 

that kind of scholarship, though, I instead remain focused on what DeLillo is doing 

with meaning in an abstract sense. In spite of its cold, clinical, and observant tone, 

White Noise is a novel about interpreting loss. It doesn’t matter what the white generic 

bags of grocery items “mean”; what matters is how characters interpret those white 

bags as part of their worlds. As such, these objects are really about affect; they leave 

characters (and readers) with a political feeling of frustration, confusion, and a desire 

for connection with history. These grocery items seem to announce their 

nothingness—and therefore their existence as nothing more than a commodity to be 

consumed—but upon closer inspection, their (deracinated) whiteness leaves individual 

consumers projecting their own desires and meanings onto their groceries. Process, 

which is largely withheld for the white-packaged groceries, becomes an absence that 

consumers latch onto in their need to trace and historicize their objects.          

The work of Jean Baudrillard proves especially significant in unpacking the 

objects of White Noise. The generically packaged white food items, at first, showcase, 

or, perhaps even satirize, the postmodern economic condition. In The System of 

Objects, Baudrillard interrogates the role of human responsibility when it comes to 

modern objects of high technological value and production. In “The Abstractness of 

Power,” he writes that technology has impacted “[m]an’s technical power,” 
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specifically, by rendering it “no longer [capable of being] mediated, for it has no 

common measure with the human being and the human body” (55). This abstractness 

has led the objects to function “as signs of our power . . . but also testimony to our 

irresponsibility with respect to that power” (56). With regard to such technology, 

Baudrillard delineates a trajectory of human feelings, from “initial euphoria” over 

mechanical achievement to “morose technical satisfaction” (56). Such objects allow 

for observance of their “wonders,” “obligatory non-involvement,” and “the passively 

observed spectacle of [one’s] own power” (56). Baudrillard’s observations about the 

loss of understanding of our objects through a lens of human capabilities resonates 

both with the generically-packaged white grocery items and with Dylar. In the case of 

the groceries, there is a total erasure of production and origin, and ironically, this non-

branding comes to serve as a sort of brand all its own. In this case, fatigue with 

capitalism (signaled by non-branding) becomes subsumed by capitalism all the same. 

Dylar, alternatively, cannot be understood or unpacked meaningfully—neither through 

Jack’s efforts to understand Babette’s frantic need for it, nor when he asks a colleague 

to study it at a molecular level. In both cases, the novel leaves us with objects that 

show to us our misunderstanding, our inability to make sense of objects that have 

moved beyond human scale and intelligibility. In the case of Dylar, Jack attempts to 

understand causality at the molecular level, but even at that scale he is left uncertain 

and cannot decipher a clear meaning.  

White Noise is also a book about death. Jack’s academic interests—he is the 

founder of Hitler studies—suggests his preoccupation with death, but even more 
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obviously, the events of the novel underscore death as the main thematic concern of 

the novel. Babette fears, more than anything, that Jack will die first, leaving her alone 

in the world. She finds out about Dylar from a tabloid magazine and subsequently 

sleeps with Willie Mink, also known as Mr. Gray, in order to receive treatment. Jack’s 

own preoccupation with death emerges throughout the novel. Death as a thematic 

concern can also be found in Henrich’s friend’s attempt to sit in a cage with venomous 

snakes for as long as possible, or in the aftermath of a nearby plane crash that Jack and 

one of his ex-wives witness while waiting for their daughter. The novel is not 

precisely concerned with death, then, but the fear of death. Even death is presented in 

process—looming, building, and threatening. As such, I read the novel not as one that 

confronts loss, but one that narrates the process of losing. This is especially important 

in the context of the novel’s representation of history; the text speaks to human loss in 

the Holocaust and also, to the loss of historical consciousness.  

 White Noise imparts upon its readers a political feeling of anxious frustration 

that plays out through simulation and repetition. DeLillo’s characters crave knowing 

the obscured processes that their objects withhold and therefore overcompensate by 

adhering to process all too firmly. Seeing the novel in this light helps illuminate how it 

can be read in tandem with Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Set just after the Civil War, 

Morrison writes a historical novel that, while portraying ghosts and such paranormal 

activities, maintains a serious tone. But both novels, when read through the lens of 

objects-in-process, can be understood as texts that search for meaning in the face of 

systemic erasures. Taken together, they show how novelists in the 1980s used portraits 
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of process to insist on the historical forces shaping collective consciousness and giving 

rise to pressing anxieties.   

 

Processing Loss: The Objects of Beloved  

            The objects in White Noise stage the illegibility of their origins while calling to 

mind a legacy of genocide; the objects in Toni Morrison’s Beloved draw upon a 

different kind of material confusion to document the horrors of plantation slavery. 

Jewelry, shoes, and furniture are among the objects that confound, assuming their own 

kind of agency that points to slavery’s violent conflation of subject and object. 

Understanding the role of objects in Beloved requires both a catalog of the physical 

objects that appear over the course of the novel and a sustained look at how 

objecthood is constructed in Morrison’s novel about slavery. Putting Beloved into 

conversation with White Noise, I explore the way that Morrison’s treatment of 

physical objects similarly occludes origins and process and thus points to the difficulty 

in narrating the effects of slavery—past and present. But nevertheless, the objects-in-

process of Beloved demand that the historical depth model that the novel employs is 

required in order to understand the lasting effects of slavery on twentieth-century 

America.  

          Beloved opens with two oft-quoted declamatory sentences: “124 WAS 

SPITEFUL. Full of a baby’s venom.” These sentences announce immediately that the 

novel intends to transgress generic boundaries, blending supernatural elements with an 

account of slavery’s brutality and its aftermath. Set in 1873 Cincinnati, Beloved opens 
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with losses endured yet ongoing. The protagonist, Sethe, lives alone with her daughter 

Denver: her mother, Baby Suggs, and her two sons, Howard and Buglar, who “fled at 

once” as they noticed the supernatural phenomena of the house materialize (3). For 

Buglar, this was “a mirror shattered” by “merely looking in”; for Howard, “two tiny 

hand prints . . . in the cake” (3). That Beloved opens with a world forlorn yet magical 

stages the novel as a complex rumination on loss—or, more precisely, on losing. The 

novel then turns to Paul D, a formerly enslaved man who once lived at the Sweet 

Home plantation along with Sethe, as he arrives at 124, offering to “make a life” with 

Sethe and conclude the peripatetic, itinerant life he’s lived in the recent past, “never 

staying nowhere long” (55). Upon returning from a rare day trip to “Colored 

Thursday” at a local carnival, a young woman named Beloved appears near 124. She 

initially charms Sethe and perplexes Paul D. While signs of Beloved’s supernatural 

abilities manifest throughout the novel, the full narrative of who she is comes toward 

the end; it is revealed that Beloved is the likely reincarnation of the two-year-old child 

Sethe killed in her refusal to allow her children to be enslaved. In recounting the story 

to a stunned Paul D, Sethe explains: “‘I took and put my babies where they’d be 

safe,’” (193), defending her decision, stating “[i]t’s my job to . . . keep them away 

from what I knows is terrible’” (194). Beloved comes to take over Sethe’s life, to the 

point at which Sethe loses her job, barely eats, and grows sickly. At the conclusion of 

the novel, Denver enlists help from the community, which gathers together and expels 

Beloved so that she disappears.  
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From the opening pages of the text, objects behave unusually. The first lines 

ascribe agency to the home (3). This opening paragraph describes how 124 has been 

haunted: a mirror that shattered “merely looking in it,” “two tiny hand prints [that] 

appeared in [a] cake,” a “kettleful of chickpeas smoking in a heap on the floor,” and 

“soda crackers crumbled and strewn in a line next to the doorsill” (3). These are the 

events that the novel offers as justifications for why Sethe’s two sons, Howard and 

Buglar, “fled” (3). Soon after a description of the boys running off and of Baby Suggs’ 

death, Denver and Sethe “decided to end the persecution by calling forth the ghost that 

tried them so” (4). They call out, attempting a “conversation,” and the “sideboard took 

a step forward” (4). Thus, from the very beginning of the text, objects behave in 

unusual ways. Sethe and Denver do not question if the house is haunted; instead, the 

novel offers this as truth. The sideboard moves, and thus, objects are characterized 

(“spiteful,” “loud,” and “quiet” as descriptors that open each of the three sections of 

the novel, for instance) and vibrant. From the very beginning of the novel, then, we are 

trained to see objects as things with the ability to act.42 The animacy of these objects 

 
 
42 There are rich debates about object agency in a subfield of material culture studies 
known as object-oriented ontology (OOO). The work of Graham Harman serves as a 
central example. In the case of Beloved, objects very clearly have agency at points in 
the narrative, which signals the lingering and active role that slavery continues to play. 
Morrison’s objects that confound and move and confuse signal the material legacies 
of the past that cannot be contained to memory alone. Harman writes: “What object-
oriented philosophy hopes to offer is not a method, but a countermethod. Instead of 
dissolving a text upward into its readings or downward into its cultural elements, we 
should focus specifically on how it resists such dissolution” (200, emphasis in 
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draw us in; by making 124 foreign and even nonsensical, the novel hoists upon its 

reader the burden to take part in its sense-making. Even these objects that appear early 

in the novel—cake, the mirror, a small piece of furniture—emerge as always in 

process and relational: their menacing qualities manifest as a result of the objects and 

something else, some inexplicable and absent thing, colliding. The reader cannot yet 

know what or who caused the object transformations that take place on the opening 

pages of the novel; instead, we are left to imagine or assume causality that is otherwise 

absent.    

The strange and often metaphysical artifacts in Beloved reorient the reader to 

objecthood in a new way. 124, Sethe’s home becomes a character in the novel, with its 

affective qualities announced in each of the text’s tripartite sections. When the novel 

opens, we are told, “124 WAS SPITEFUL” (1); at the beginning of the second section, 

we learn “124 WAS LOUD” (199) and finally, “124 WAS QUIET” (281). By 

describing the home throughout the novel with intricate detail and ascribing agency to 

it, the novel centers location in a novel about displacement. This makes sense in a 

novel about the aftermath of slavery, as homes and domestic spaces serve to bear 

witness to social changes and events both catastrophic and joyful. In giving the home 

emotions, Morrison trains her readers, captivating them while also suggesting they 

read things differently. In the foreword to the 2004 edition of the novel, Morrison 

 
 
original). In the case of Morrison’s novel, object-oriented ontology suggests to us that 
we take these objects seriously and imagine their supernatural elements broadly.  
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describes 124 and her intention: “There would be no lobby into this house, and there 

would be no ‘introduction’ into it or into the novel” (xviii). She explains that this 

house, unlike the Sweet Home plantation that is a source of painful, lingering trauma, 

would have “no adjectives suggesting coziness or grandeur,” but a number to “to 

identify” it while marking it a place of “pride” (xviii). It is meant to be “a house that 

has, literally, a personality—which we call ‘haunted’ when that personality is blatant” 

(xviii). She explains: “I hoped the sense of things being both under control and out of 

control would be persuasive throughout” (xviii-xix). Morrison’s reference to “things” 

expands beyond 124, beyond the emotive and agentic home, to myriad objects. With 

the representation of 124, the barrage of objects that defy normative expectations in 

the early pages of the novel, and even in Morrison’s intro, readers are primed to read 

(for) objects in a new way. Specifically, we are tasked with the search for process—at 

the level of narrative, of course, with the ghost of Beloved coming to haunt Sethe, and 

also with objects, whose strange behavior we are left to ponder.  

But even if we think in terms of process, as the novel beckons us, what do 

Morrison’s objects actually do? By looking particularly at the process of food-making, 

the entrenched processes that inhere in objects surface. Descriptions of foodways that 

are nearly always undergoing their preparation are peppered throughout the novel. 

Consider this description of a “cook,” working “in a space no wider than a bench in 

long, back behind and to the left of the milk crates” (86). This hypothetical cook—a 

proxy to Sethe, who consoles Paul D, “rub[ing]” his knee, “pressing the work cloth 

and the stony curves that made up his knee”—is seen “[w]orking dough. Working, 
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working dough. Nothing better than that to start the day’s serious work of beating back 

the past” (86). In this brief but potent passage, Morrison both links objects to the 

narrative with affect and emphasizes process. The metaphoric dough is in process of 

beating; it is as incomplete as Sethe and Paul D’s burgeoning, but already troubled, 

relationship. Food and its preparation as a parallel to the central action of the narrative 

recurses in the novel. Towards the end of the novel, for instance, as Sethe becomes 

increasingly overwhelmed by Beloved’s presence in the home, “Denver watched her 

mother go without—pick-eating around the edges of the table and stove: the hominy 

that stuck on the bottom; the crusts and rinds and peelings of things. Once she saw her 

run her longest finger deep in an empty jam jar before rinsing and putting it away” 

(285). The effect of such close observation on behalf of Denver materializes Sethe’s 

diminution. Bits of food—the byproducts of the process of making—signal Sethe’s 

own breakdown. And like the “empty jam jar,” Sethe’s emptiness is never quite 

certain; the reader is made to consider what is leftover and how it has come to be 

(285).  

Like the foodways that emerge in process in the novel, clothing functions to 

highlight the way things are constructed. For instance, in the first section of the novel, 

Sethe discusses her marriage to Halle. There was no formal wedding, but Sethe 

nevertheless “thought there should be something—something to say it was right and 

true” (70). The legitimacy of the union manifests for Sethe not in celebratory things—

a dress, jewelry, or associated adornments—but instead in the process of their making. 

Sethe explains that she “‘made up her mind to have at the least a dress that wasn’t the 
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sacking [she] worked in,’” which lead her “‘to stealing fabric’” (70). The top part of 

the dress is made “‘from two pillow cases’” while the “[t]he front of the skirt was a 

dresser scarf a candle fell on and burnt a hole in’” (70). Sethe relays the minute details 

of the process of dressmaking, presumably because this garment holds a sense of 

emotional significance for her.43 She continues in her narration of the process of 

dressmaking, breaking the garment down into its parts. “‘[T]he back was a problem 

for the longest time,’” she explains, because she “‘couldn’t find a thing that wouldn’t 

be missed right away’” (70). “‘Halle was patient,’” respecting the process that Sethe 

insists upon (70). Finally, Sethe solves the problem of the back of the dress, using 

“‘the mosquito netting from a nail out the barn,’” one formerly used “‘to strain jelly 

through’” (70). Sethe reminisces: “‘And there was I, in the worst-looking gown you 

could imagine . . . I wasn’t but fourteen years old, so I reckon that’s why I was so 

proud of myself’” (71). At such a lengthy description of Sethe’s makeshift wedding 

gown a reader must wonder. A wedding dress, a mainstay of American culture, cannot 

 
 
43 Tim Ingold’s Making informs how we might read Sethe’s emotional connection to 
dressmaking, which is both logistically and culturally important to her. Ingold writes: 
“I want to think of making, instead, as a process of growth. This is to place the maker 
from the outset as a participant in amongst a world of active materials . . . Far from 
standing aloof, imposing his designs on a world that is ready and waiting to receive 
them, the most he can do is to intervene in worldly processes that are already going 
on” (21). When thought about in conjunction with Beloved, Ingold’s work might 
suggest that we see Sethe as maker growing with her world. Her resourcefulness in her 
use of materials emphasizes this point: while she works under difficult circumstances, 
she makes the dress from what materials she can find, working within her 
circumstances to create something new and unique against all odds.   
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be purchased by Sethe, who nevertheless persists in creating her own gown to 

commemorate the occasion. In spite of the obviously amateur techniques used for the 

dressmaking, the garment maintains a central place in Sethe’s memory; it is not a story 

that ends with an object of significant exchange value (or even use value), but instead 

one that maintains its potency for its process of making. This is, of course, an assertion 

of Sethe’s value as a woman. Sethe gathers materials, makes its parts over time, and 

wears it as an act of will and perseverance. It is in the narration of the process of 

creation that the novel most clearly reveals Sethe’s interior life.    

And yet there are other types of clothing that are more perplexing. Beloved’s 

inexplicably clean shoes, for instance, signal their own un-traceability and opacity, 

much like DeLillo’s generically packaged white grocery store food items. The shoes, 

like DeLillo’s generic grocery store items, seem to emerge out of nowhere and 

announce a kind of blankness that is curious to the observer. These shoes appear early 

in the novel, when Sethe, Paul D, and Denver’s return from the local carnival, and spot 

Beloved, asleep on “a stump not far from the steps of 124” (60). When they first 

notice her “all they s[ee] [is] a black dress, two unlaced shoes below it” (61). Beloved 

is first identified to the principal characters of the novel through her clothing. Much 

like the readers of the novel, Sethe is forced to piece together who Beloved is—who 

she might be—through miscellaneous objects. But unlike traditional interpretive 

models, for Sethe as a general observer and for readers whether or not they are reading 

“for objects,” these objects obscure their histories of production and use. While the 

objects erase the labor put into their architecture and production, they also deny access 



 142 

to any knowledge of their transport and use. Beloved’s shoes receive an inordinate 

amount of attention in the pages that introduce her. When Sethe first asks her “‘You 

from around here?’”, Beloved “reaches down to take off her shoes,” which “Sethe bent 

to pick up” (62). Upon hearing Beloved’s name, “Sethe drop[s] the shoes” (62). Later 

in the same passage “Paul D wonder[s] at the newness of her shoes” (63). Paul D’s 

confusion reverberates throughout the novel; towards its conclusion, in a conversation 

with Stamp Paid, he recounts first meeting Beloved: “‘When we got back, there she 

was—‘sleep on a stump. Silk dress. Brand-new shoes. Black as oil” (277). The strange 

figure who appears in the novel without itinerary or origin exists much like these 

inexplicably clean shoes: her ability to traverse time and space cannot be logically 

defined or even explained. And yet, the shoes are material reminders that decenter the 

importance of such questions. The origins are inaccessible, and yet we are left to make 

sense of what remains. The enigma the shoes pose serves as a synecdoche for 

Beloved, and more broadly, as an emblem for how the text might be read. We are left 

with a political feeling of anxious searching—while we are reminded that history stays 

with us and shapes the present, we desire access to narratives that cannot be told with 

clarity.   

Things are personified in Beloved, but also, people are made into things. This 

is true in the framework of chattel slavery, in which people were treated legally as 

objects. Escaping the bonds of slavery entails asserting the humanity that enslavement 

attempts to erase. The novel reflects on this struggle by showing formerly enslaved 

people’s vexed intimacy with objects. What kind of meaning can objects—especially 
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those designed to contain or hold—have for the man or woman who has themselves 

been treated as an object?44 The novel offers two examples such objects that are 

significant for the way they interact with the characters and their psyches. Denver, for 

instance, “visit[s] the emerald closet” when she reflects (64). Paul D finds himself 

“plagued by his tobacco tin” when confronting his emotions, thereby demonstrating 

how characters rely on material objects to mediate their emotions (260). These objects 

are props for reflection—one that tethers past and present, subject and object. This 

play between subject and object thus prepares us to read for each in a new way. Like 

White Noise, this novel considers how the objects that populate the present often 

signify a past that is harrowing and yet remains obscured. What is inside the tobacco 

tin, after all, is, like the contents of Murray’s groceries, of little import—or at least of 

little legibility.  

 Beloved’s status as a magical realist work, and a postmodern one, has been 

noted by the many scholars who write about the supernatural elements of the narrative 

and its disjoined structured. Caren Irr points out that Beloved “famously shares” with 

its postmodern literary contemporaries “the power of interlocking, unreliable legends” 

 
 
44 Stephen Best has addressed this question in his scholarship, especially in his 
monograph, The Fugitive’s Properties: Law and the Poetics of Possession (2010). 
Best explores how the concept of ownership has, for centuries, been bound up with the 
history of slavery. He compares fugitive slave law to intellectual property law to 
unpack the ways in which American law has grown out of—instead of broken off 
from—its history of slavery. While Morrison’s focus is somewhat different, she too 
gestures towards the indelibility of slavery in American history.  
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(58).45 Arkady Plotnitsky argues: “From The Bluest Eye to Beloved and beyond, Toni 

Morrison explored, arguable most deeply among postmodern American authors, the 

complexities of otherness and hospitality (or the inhospitable), especially, but far from 

exclusively, in the context of race relations” (78). Timothy Parrish identifies “the 

‘rememory group,’” coined from Morrison’s use of the work in Beloved, to argue that 

Morrison paved way for a mode of literary representation in which “novelists use 

fiction to tell versions of history that have been ignored or insufficiently represented 

by conventional historians in order to create a more livable present for the implied 

audiences of their narratives” (83). Sally Robinson points out how Beloved “focus[es] 

on how master narratives about gender and sexuality are literally the master’s 

narrative within the context of slavery” (99, emphasis in original). Dean Franco asserts 

that Morrison’s oeuvre can be read, categorically, as staging “the recovery of identity, 

which may mean drawing forth neglected or censored stories from the past” (117). 

Kinohi Nishikawa asserts that “Morrison has provided the impetus and vocabulary for 

those wishing to claim that the past is never past but always present,” largely through 

Beloved (np). Nishikawa, who focuses on Morrison’s use of objects, argues that 

critics’ assertion that Morrison’s novels “charge [us] to read the past in the present” is 

only part of the story; that, in fact, Morrison “consistently refused an absolute 

knowledge of the past, one that confirms what we believe we already know” (NP). 

 
 
45 These contemporaries include Gabriel García Marquez and Salman Rushdie.   
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What even this brief survey of recent statements about Morrison’s work reveals is that 

her fiction is so often read for its treatment of history’s meaningful but elusive role in 

the world and on the page—an ordering principle that defies linearity, chronology, and 

literary realism.  

           But, as this chapter contests, grouping literature of the 1980s—taking White 

Noise and Beloved as case studies—in fact shifts our understanding of the historical 

work that these novels do. Even a cursory summary of all the work on Beloved would 

be impossible and would inevitably fail to cover the many useful perspectives scholars 

have brought to the text. A useful, summative statement about the novel can be found, 

though, in Postmodern American Fiction: A Norton Anthology, in which Paula Geyh, 

Fred G. Leebron, and Andrew Levy write: “[t]he opening out of history has always 

proven to be a significant site of creative inspiration and political change . . . African 

American writers have actively returned to the American past to reclaim their voices” 

(xxix). This is hardly a refutable point; Beloved is most certainly a novel about 

historical conditions—conditions which continue to resonate, confine, and inform life 

today. Dean Franco further describes Morrison’s historical project, astutely observing 

the “paradoxical unknowability of Beloved (and Beloved)” constituted by “plural 

stories that intersect but never align, and the many opaque narrative passages . . . 

comprise the novel’s aesthetic challenge to present-day attempts to know and thereby 

contain the past” (120). Franco argues Beloved thus “requires the reader to consider 

how the present is haunted by the past . . . which reveals how our present world relies 
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on the bedrock of enslavement and white supremacy” (120).46 My reading of Beloved 

suggests that this haunting is made legible not only through the ghost of Beloved, but 

through the novel’s objects, which turn the reader’s attention not only to the historical 

past but also to the elusive forms it assumes in the present.  Beloved, like White Noise, 

emphasizes the obscurity of the historical record, rather than trying to reconstitute it. 

My reading thus pivots away from treatments of Beloved that tend to put pressure on 

its status as the postmodern historical novel about slavery, and moves instead toward a 

reading that reveals how attention to process—and to objects—unveils Morrison’s 

literary project (and DeLillo’s) as one that seeks to name, clarify, and critique.   

          Scholarship at the intersection of material culture studies and critical race theory 

addresses some of the methodological issues that problematize the study of objects 

alongside race. Scholars have discussed why object study is such a “white” field, and 

have pointed out that the movement from subject to object might be questioned when, 

in fact, humans have been objectified for so long.  These are not warnings against 

readings of material culture in books that deal with race, but instead gestures toward 

equitable and socially just methodologies. Uri McMillan, for instance, explains that, in 

 
 
46 Here, Dean Franco is borrowing from Derrida’s concept of hauntology—a concept 
that also informs this chapter more broadly. In Specters of Marx (1993), Derrida 
describes the concept of hauntology by leading with a series of questions. He writes: 
“What is the effectivity or the presence of a specter, that is, of what seems to remain, 
as ineffective, virtual, insubstantial as a simulacrum?” (10, emphasis in original). A 
portmanteau of haunting and ontology, the term refers to the indelibility of the past in 
the present moment.   
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his work, he “seek[s] to bridge the chasm between a dehumanizing objecthood, on the 

one hand, and an embodied self-possession, on the other, by reimagining objecthood 

as a performance-based strategy that challenges notions of what constitutes black 

subjectivity” (225-6). McMillan’s notion of “self-possession” lends itself to an object-

based reading of Beloved that begets an understanding of the novel that extends 

beyond a narrative of entrapment and ownership, allowing for a more complete view 

of interiority (225).  

While McMillan asks why object study tends to be so white, Katherine Behar 

focuses more closely on gender, asking why it has been so male. Behar writes about 

the complicated confluence of material culture studies and feminism. In her book, 

Object-Oriented Feminism, Behar historicizes a new acronym in opposition to OOO 

(object-oriented ontology), the OOF (object-oriented feminism) of her title. Behar 

asserts that OOF “develop[s]” “important aspects of feminist thinking in the 

philosophy of things,” including “politics, in which OOF engages with histories of 

treating certain humans (women, people of color, and the poor) as objects” as well as 

“erotics” and “ethics” (3). Behar’s insight into how object-based study can be rectified 

to account for race and gender is useful for my reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved. In 

critiquing traditional forms of object-oriented ontology, Behar argues that “OOO 

seems to relish, in the idea that humans too are objects, a sense of liberation from the 

shackles of subjectivity” (5). This is especially useful in terms of thinking about 

ghosts in Beloved, embodied most clearly by Beloved herself. Ghosts are liminal, and 

thus, they occupy the space between subject and object. As such, they challenge the 
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dehumanizing logics of slavery while posing questions about how its legacy continues 

to shape Black subjectivity.  

Although Beloved’s narrative mode is experimental—or even “paradoxically 

unknowab[le],” to borrow Dean Franco’s term—it enacts an object-based historical 

lesson that underscores history as more simultaneously haunting and more stable than 

its postmodern literary precursors (120). Morrison’s object-based history lesson 

demands attention to process. The historical process, in the logic of the novel, is 

ongoing, as demonstrated most clearly by Beloved’s arrival to 124. The appearance of 

objects—like Sethe’s crystal earrings that Beloved confuses with diamonds—links 

past and present in material ways. The lack of attention Beloved has received with 

regard to its material exchanges may reflect the predilection of some material culture 

scholars—ones who look for objects with provenance, value, and traceable histories—

instead of objects that are ephemeral, consumed, or commonplace. By looking closely, 

but broadly, at objects that engage readers at the level of process, we see how objects 

impart on their readers a political feeling—one that requires a depth model of history 

and insists we reckon with a deeply troubled American past that continued to haunt us 

in the 1980s and still does today. While the ghosts of the past never truly leave, we 

also cannot access the past with the kind of clarity we wish for; this contradiction is at 

the heart of the political feeling Morrison offers us: we are left overwhelmed by the 

gravity of the past but forlorn as we cannot bring it into clear enough focus. 
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Conclusion: Loss as Political Feeling 

Reading Beloved and White Noise together, with an emphasis on how the 

novels produce their object worlds emphasizes the importance of history in the decade 

during which these novels appeared. Specifically, these texts represent the indelibility 

of the long arc of catastrophic historical events. In Beloved, the shadow cast by slavery 

persists as a generational trauma. In White Noise, the specter of the Holocaust lingers 

at the center of hypermodern capitalism. These novels consider history as more 

pressing, identifiable, and reliable than novels from the prior decade, thus moving 

away from the dominant trends of historical representation in fictions of high 

postmodernism. Second, these novels’ treatment of history through objects offers 

insight into the 1980s as time consumed by threats of mass death, emerging from the 

AIDS crisis, economic austerity that disproportionately affected the African American 

community, and the constant threat of nuclear war. Together, White Noise and Beloved 

offer a strong defense for historicizing the present—or the present of publication, in 

this case the 1980s. Historicism happens here in ways that differ from the novels I 

have discussed in earlier chapters. Beloved and White Noise rely less upon 

fragmentation, opacity, and partiality, and more on positioning the historical record as 

one that is possible to obtain, comprehend with a degree with accuracy, and deploy as 

a tool to diagnose the present. Both Morrison and DeLillo insist that the historical 

record remains a worthwhile and promising subject of study even when the objects it 

has left behind are fractured, deteriorated, vanished, or impossible to fully 

comprehend. By studying each of these objects not as discrete but set within processes 
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of creation and use, we see more clearly Morrison’s and DeLillo’s cautionary 

representations of history. Through these objects-in-process, Morrison and DeLillo 

uncover the histories that we must reckon with in order to understand—and perhaps 

even survive—the twentieth-century.   

          Both White Noise and Beloved rethink the commonly held belief that the 1980s 

mark a time of ubiquitous prosperity in the United States. The two novels figure mass 

death as central to the collective imagination of American culture in the 1980s. In 

Beloved, this focal point is explicit and sincere in tone; the legacy of slavery remains 

with us, as embodied explicitly by the ghost of Beloved herself. In White Noise, the 

formulation of mass death is less direct; the specters of World War II and the 

Holocaust remain with us, as signaled by the wild popularity of Jack’s Hitler Studies 

and by the Airborne Toxic Event. Unlike Beloved, White Noise satirizes modernity 

with illustrations of hyperreal grocery stores and omnipresent media outlets that bleed 

into the narrative and merge with characters’ thoughts. While Morrison reminds us 

that we have not escaped from a social and physical world defined by enslavement, 

DeLillo’s ironic illustration of the fruits of modernity demonstrates that technological 

progress does not necessarily equate to a more just, beneficial, or coherent world. In 

short, both novels demand that modernity be scrutinized with emphasis on the history 

inherited in the late twentieth-century.  

          Both White Noise and Beloved are about how history has failed us in any sort of 

teleological sense of progress and simultaneously, about how it stays with us 

indefinitely. In We Have Never Been Modern, Bruno Latour sheds light on the 
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complex and shifting idea of conflating a time we might label “modern” with progress, 

or the notion that we are distinctly superior from our ancestors. Latour writes: 

“Modernity comes in as many versions as there are thinkers or journalists, yet all its 

definitions point, in one way or another, to the passage of time . . . when the word 

‘modern’, ‘modernization’, or ‘modernity’ appears, we are defining, by contrast, an 

archaic and stable past” (10). Latour exposes the illusion of the so-considered stable 

past, but his central point is that when he is writing, near the turn-of-the-century, the 

term “modern” is used with more apprehension and anxiety, as “we feel less confident 

in our ability to maintain that double asymmetry; we can no longer point to time’s 

irreversible arrow, nor can we award a prize to the winners” (10). Even before Latour 

published these words, DeLillo and Morrison made the case—through their novels—

that the postmodern condition “does not know whether or not it is capable of taking 

over from the Moderns,” even within the register of fiction (10). But, these two novels 

are not only about how history cannot be viewed as a progressive narrative; they are 

also about the troubling indelibility of the past. Alexander Galloway’s essay “History 

is What Hurts: On Old Materialism” (2016), provides a framework useful for thinking 

about these two literary works. Galloway borrows the phrase “history is what hurts” 

from Jameson’s The Political Unconscious (1982). Galloway offers: “History hurts 

because history is full of the violence of capitalism” (129). Both White Noise and 

Beloved imagine the ways that lingering and painful legacies that are underwritten by 

racism and capitalism remain with us. These novels narrate cultural anxieties 

surrounding the 1980s by looking to the lingering ghosts of the past that have brought 
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them into being. Specifically, those anxieties confront the slipperiness between our 

present condition and a shared past that is indelible, haunting, and active.  
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Chapter 4 

“CRAVING DEPTHS THAT DON’T EXIST”: MASCULINE FRUSTRATION 
IN AMERICAN NOVELS OF THE 1990s 

 
Right now, nostalgia for the nineties is almost impossible to miss.47 Trends in 

music and clothing provide material, visual, and aural links to the decade. Film and 

television from recent years set in the nineties similarly demonstrate an enduring 

interest in looking back, often with an eye toward the rise of internet communication, 

style, and celebrity culture. Jonah Hill’s Mid90s (2018), a coming-of-age tale with all 

the trappings of youth culture—skateboarding, social anxiety, drugs, sexual 

frustration—offers one example of an earnest narrative that stages the nineties as a 

backdrop for personal and collective development. This makes sense, as older 

millennials, now targeted consumers approaching middle age, reflect on their 

childhood days before the rise of social media. The nineties, though often represented 

with a degree of nostalgia as in Hill’s film, is also conjured as a retrograde time in 

light of current views regarding gender and race. Impeachment: American Crime Story 

(2021), for example, retells the story of the 1998 presidential scandal involving Bill 

 
 
47 The briefest of internet searches reveals a collective heavy-handed nostalgia for the 
1990s. An opinion piece from the New York Times hails the 90s as “The Best Decade 
Ever”; the first result from History.com is titled: “1990s: Peace, Prosperity and the 
Internet.” Pop history books about the nineties also show an enduring interest in the 
period. Chuck Klosterman’s 2022 book, The Nineties, serves as a timely example.  
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Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky with updated gender politics.48 Anywhere one 

is to look these days, the nineties seem to loom large. Not all representations of the 

nineties are purely nostalgic, but many share a common image of relative prosperity 

and peace. Images of tranquil days remind us of a once-booming stock market and a 

youth culture without iPhones: a more simple and stable world.  

 These images are, of course, deliberate and constructed. While mood rings, 

crop tops, and multicolored vests evoke the decade, to properly understand the time 

we must also remember Columbine (1999), the Oklahoma City Bombing (1995), and 

the Persian Gulf War (1990-1991). The Persian Gulf War was especially influential in 

inaugurating the decade as one full of anxiety about troubling international relations. 

This anxiety arose from twin causes: the oil economy and pervasive racism. As we 

saw in the preceding chapter about 1980s literary objects, Don DeLillo and Toni 

Morrison write about how racism and capitalism are imbricated in the American 

project. What is perhaps most interesting about the reverberations of this same 

unsavory coupling in the nineties is its subtlety; it seems all too easy for historians to 

ignore the troubling philosophies upon which the United States was founded upon 

when the victims of those philosophies are abroad. Howard Zinn writes about how 

early 90s policies—created by Republicans and Democrats alike—built a gratuitous 

 
 
48 Additional examples of groundbreaking media from the nineties include The Fresh 
Prince of Bel Air (1990-1996), Mortal Kombat (1997), and The Wonder Years (1988-
1993).   
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arsenal of atomic war weapons and expanded the military on a scale never seen before. 

Zinn’s argument hinges on the idea that American politicians actively sought to 

counteract growing antiwar sentiment from US citizens that burgeoned during the 

Vietnam War era. The ostensible focus was promoting “freedom” worldwide, but it 

would be more accurate to call it greed for cheap oil and strident anti-socialism; in this 

logic, the desire to overcome anti-patriotic sentiment was mainly for economic 

reasons. Zinn argues that American foreign policy in the eighties and nineties bespoke 

“determin[ation] to overcome the sense of defeat in Vietnam” (429). Regarding the 

Gulf War, Zinn quotes George Bush Sr.: at “the end of the war, he declared on a radio 

broadcast: ‘The specter of Vietnam has been buried forever in the desert sands of the 

Arabian peninsula’” (436). Bush’s statement offers a perversely poetic admission for 

the desire to forget the circumstances of the United States’ involvement in the 

Vietnam War. To corroborate Bush, Zinn offers the viewpoint of a New York Times 

editorial: “‘America’s victory in the Persian Gulf war. . . provided special vindication 

for the U.S. Army, which brilliantly exploited its firepower and mobility and in the 

process erased memories of its grievous difficulties in Vietnam’” (436). It is this very 

process of erasure that novelists of the time period most fervently wrote against.  

 Of course, American literature in the 1990s is varied and complex. The most 

critically acclaimed works from the period include: Tim O’Brien’s The Things They 

Carried (1990), Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991), Toni 

Morrison’s Jazz (1992), David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), Philip Roth’s 

American Pastoral (1997), Don DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), Edwidge Danticat’s 



 156 

Breath, Eyes, Memory (1998), Jhumpa Lahiri’s Interpreter of Maladies (1999), and 

Jonathan Lethem’s Motherless Brooklyn (1999). The nineties ushered in new 

perspectives, which can be seen exemplified here by the range of authors and texts. 

The “American novel” as such became more “global” in this decade, as many texts, 

especially ones interested in postcolonial themes or global affairs, concern geographic 

regions across the world.49 Within the domestic space of the US, these novels confront 

issues of technology, social injustices often centered on race and class, and loss as a 

collective American experience. The vibrancy and range of literature published in the 

decade is showcased in all of the aforementioned novels; in each case, a sense of 

anticipation and anxiety for the coming millennium can also be found.  

 In this chapter, I focus on two novels: Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried 

and Philip Roth’s American Pastoral. Both of these nineties novels feature the 

Vietnam War prominently and use objects as centerpieces. The Things They Carried, a 

thinly veiled autobiographical novel, is composed of interrelated vignette-style 

chapters that tell of horrors of physical and psychological war. O’Brien’s use of 

objects is one of the most explicit in recent American literature: objects (or things, as 

O’Brien calls them in the novel’s title) are the primary subject of the text. The first 

 
 
49 A particularly striking example is Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things 
(1997). While this text is written in English, Roy is an Indian non-expatriate (The God 
of Small Things is, in fact, the best-selling book by a non-expat Indian author of all 
time), making the text difficult to categorize if nation should be maintained as a 
unifying criterion.   
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chapter lists the many things that various characters carry with them while deployed, 

including letters, can openers, guns, packets of Kool-Aid, and soap, to name just a 

few. Interspersed with war stories is Tim’s (the protagonist and clear proxy for the 

author) coming-of-age tale. Tim is presented as a “typical” American boy. He 

describes himself: “Twenty-one years old, an ordinary kid with all the ordinary dreams 

and ambitions, and all I wanted was to live the life I was born to—a mainstream life—

I loved baseball and hamburgers and cherry Cokes” (48). These objects are icons of 

American culture that bespeak simplicity and cultural cohesion. The narrative follows 

Tim for decades: he is presented working at a meat packing plant; running from 

conscription in Canada; in war; and even in later years of maturity as he reflects on his 

experience. Philip Roth’s American Pastoral, published seven years after The Things 

They Carried, has rarely been discussed in tandem with O’Brien’s literature, in spite 

of several commonalities between the two. Both texts wrestle with American 

masculinity at the turn of the century, both focus on the process of manufacturing 

animal-composed commodities, both feature the Vietnam War as a critical historical 

event that must be revisited in order to understand the 1990s.  American Pastoral 

follows protagonist Seymour Levov, also known as the Swede, an attractive, athletic, 

wealthy, generous, popular Jewish man. The novel is about decline and downfall: the 

Swede, who manages to surround himself with all the trappings of an upper middle-

class life in New Jersey complete with a beauty queen wife and a pastoral home, is 

distraught over his daughter, Merry. Merry’s journey is a peculiar one: she has a 

debilitating speech impediment, becomes a political revolutionary fervently opposed 
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to the Vietnam War, bombs a post office killing multiple people, and converts to 

Jainism by the conclusion of the novel. At the center of these dramatic plot points is 

the source of the Levov family wealth, a glove factory called Newark Maid 

Leatherware. The novel pays painstaking attention to the way gloves are made; there 

is, in fact, a section of the novel that reads almost like a handguide for producing 

gloves. In a complex way, the novel uses gloves to show how the Vietnam War and its 

attendant cultural reverberations in the United States confused life for some 

Americans. The Swede gropes for the certainty and fitting nature of glove production 

in order to grapple with the uncertainty brought along by the Vietnam War.  

 Before considering the Vietnam War novel as a subgenre of American 

literature, it is worthwhile to imagine how Americans were grappling with memories 

of the war and its response back home. In the late seventies and early eighties, there 

was a conservative, patriotic idea that the Vietnam War was remembered unfairly: that 

in fact, it deserved reverence in collective memory and therefore, in American art and 

literature. Ronald Reagan’s 1980 campaign speech, “Address to the Veterans of 

Foreign Wars Convention in Chicago” makes this very point. As an explicit critique of 

the Carter administration, Reagan denounces what is known as “Vietnam Syndrome,” 

which was a colloquial expression for resistance to the expansion of the American 

military, stemming from anti-Vietnam War fervor in the sixties and seventies. Reagan 

offers a caricature of American soldiers as “aggressors bent on imperialistic 

conquest,” then rejects it with the now-famous line: “It is time that we recognized that 

ours was, in truth, a noble cause” (Reagan np). Throughout this relatively short 
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speech, Reagan focuses on feelings. He first attributes the image of brute American 

soldiers to “North Vietnamese aggressors,” thereby constructing a racialized other to 

incite disdain and fear. Second, Reagan berates Americans for feeling complicit with 

well-worn demands to support the troops. He says: “We dishonor the memory of 

50,000 young Americans who died in that cause when we give way to feelings of guilt 

as if we were doing something shameful, and we have been shabby in our treatment of 

those who returned” (Reagan np). Reagan’s speech does not intend to erase guilt, but 

to shift it towards non-American soldiers based on their race. Reagan’s campaign 

speech offers insight into the ways the Vietnam War loomed large over the American 

psyche well before the 1990s. In the aftermath of the United States’ withdrawal from 

the Vietnam War, how Americans remembered the War became a hot button political 

issue.  

 Reagan’s speech has been cited by literary scholars as marking the 

inauguration of Vietnam War-era literature, art, and film (Ryan). There are at least two 

issues with this idea: (1) there is an abundance of Vietnam War-era art that emerged 

during and immediately after the war and (2) representations of the war, even if they 

are primarily recollective, do not necessarily align with Reagan’s politics specifically 

or even American patriotism generally. Maureen Ryan has written extensively about 

this misunderstanding in literary history. She claims: “scholars have argued that 

America recovered from its amnesia about the Vietnam War only when Ronald 

Reagan” gave his 1980 Address, then refutes this point by offering several literary 

examples, insisting that “the flowering of Vietnam literature, film and songwriting of 



 160 

the late 1970s and ‘80s did not spring out of nowhere.”50 Ryan’s project is one of 

recovery from a literary historical perspective. Aside that central aim, she reminds us 

of the vexing relationship between memory and art. She writes: “the historical amnesia 

imposed by the war also seems to have affected the history of how we remember, and 

reflect on, the war” (Ryan np). Ryan reminds us that O’Brien and Roth were 

responding to a long tradition of literature and art that featured the Vietnam War 

centrally. One might also query the kinds of representation—and the mood of critique 

that was deemed acceptable—that came out of the Vietnam War. Ryan provides a 

partial answer to this when describing literary responses to the Vietnam War as 

predominantly an “avant-garde, postmodernist technique that echoes the 

characteristics of much late twentieth-century American literature: an ironic, even 

absurdist sensibility; a fragmented, discontinuous story line; a fundamental distrust of 

definable meaning” (Ryan np). But the presence of the Vietnam War in art and film 

can be assessed without necessarily counting the number of battle scenes or marches 

that appear. Christina Jarvis, for instance, argues that these very literary qualities Ryan 

cites were applied to World War II literature, but only after the Vietnam War. This is 

because the Vietnam War ushered in a more critical eye that elicited explicit critique 

of the American military specifically and American institutions more generally. The 

 
 
50 Maureen Ryan’s examples include works by authors quite famous at the time of 
publication, which is strange considering how these works are often forgotten by 
literary historians. These novels include Norman Mailer’s Why Are We in Vietnam? 
(1967) and even Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato (1979).  
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first chapter of this dissertation on Kurt Vonnegut’s 1960s novels, Cat’s Cradle 

(1963) and Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), demonstrates this escalation of critique. 

Taken together, Maureen Ryan and Christina Jarvis remind us of the indelibility of the 

Vietnam War on American literature. Maureen Ryan poignantly asks: “Why does the 

Vietnam War remain for Americans a prevailing influence, touchstone, and metaphor 

now, thirty-five years after its ignominious end?” (3). This chapter attempts to answer 

this question by teasing out how the expansion of protest in the 1970s and 1980s gave 

novelists greater latitude to resist American ideals and institutions. This chapter also 

imagines how representations of the Vietnam War in the 1990s respond to the Persian 

Gulf War, dismantling pervasive contemporary ideas that the nineties were a time of 

prosperity and tranquility.  

The debates about how we remember the Vietnam War is intricately bound up 

with American conceptions of masculinity. Pacifism and peaceful protest have long 

been considered feminine, while violence and aggression have been thought of as 

masculine (Chapman). Issues like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) defy this 

binary thinking: violence begets an affective, internalized response. The novels at the 

center of this chapter, though, are not exclusively about the Vietnam War—they depict 

the war to illustrate how classic paradigms of American masculinity were always 

already in crisis. The need to reimagine men in a way that accounts for feelings 

reverberated in academic writing as well as in fictional texts. Kaja Silverman’s Male 

Subjectivity at the Margins (1992) “is dedicated to the exploration of some ‘deviant’ 

masculinities” to pose “a tacit challenge not only to conventional male subjectivity, 
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but to the whole of our ‘world’—that they call sexual difference into question, and 

beyond that, ‘reality’ itself” (1). Silverman’s work is groundbreaking in its unpacking 

of masculine narratives, which she calls “the dominant fiction” (15). Silverman writes: 

“The male subject’s aspiration to mastery and sufficiency are undermined from many 

directions—by the Law of Language, which founds subjectivity on a void; by the 

castration crisis; by sexual, economic, and racial oppression; and by the traumatically 

unassimilable nature of certain historical events” (53). Most of Silverman’s examples 

of deviant masculinities are distinct from the versions we find in the fictions of 

O’Brien and Roth. Nevertheless, all three writers confront imperiled masculine forms.  

While it is imperative to think of the ways that masculinity was being theorized 

in the 90s (with Silverman’s work as our primary example), it is important to consider 

how studies in masculinity have continued to develop and evolve into the twenty-first-

century. For instance, Mary Chapman and Glenn Handler’s Sentimental Men: 

Masculinity and the Politics of Affect in American Culture (1999) develop the 

foundation work of Silverman; essays in this collection focus on connections between 

affect and masculinity that had been overlooked at the time of publication in the late 

nineties. Sentimentalism is considered a “structure of feeling” (borrowed from 

Raymond Williams’s work) and thought about in a range of art works, from literature 

to performance art. The nineties saw a proliferation of scholarship on masculinity, 

which helps us read writers like O’Brien and Roth, but it also shows how both 

academics and novelists produced work that is epiphenomenal of the crisis of 

masculinity that came into sharp focus during this decade. That is to say that, in this 



 163 

case (and in many others), fiction and theory (or criticism more generally) is not so 

different. While studies in masculinity burgeoned in the nineties, many works 

appeared in more recent times. For instance, Michael Kimmel’s Angry White Men: 

American Masculinity at the End of an Era (2013) explores masculinity in the Obama 

era. Sally Robinson’s Marked Men: White Masculinity in Crisis (2000) explores 

representations of fraught masculinity in film and literature, to include Philip Roth, 

John Updike, and others. Robinson text queries why white male figures are so often 

rendered as victims in text, while white men still hold relative economic, political, and 

social power. All of these studies show us that focusing on masculinity in crisis took 

firm hold in the nineties and in large part, has continued on.       

This chapter, unlike existing studies, imagines how making and objects inform 

constructions of American masculinity. In both American Pastoral and The Things 

They Carried, objects-in-process convey political feelings about manhood. The 

political feeling that we are left with is searching and uncertain and masculinity has 

failed us. We reach this affect through objects in their various ways they are 

represented, but primarily, Roth and O’Brien explore masculinity through animal-

made commodities. Tim Ingold’s Making sheds light into how living materials might 

be thought of when being transformed into commodities. He writes: “Every living 

organism . . . is itself a site of infestation: a seething colony of lively, jostling 

materials alternately compressed into blobs and stretched into filaments that twist and 

coil around one another to form configurations of extraordinary complexity” (93). 

Ingold is not exactly talking about making leather gloves or processing pig parts as we 



 164 

see in the two novels at the center of this chapter, but his observation is an astute one 

even in this larger context. The formerly living materials are manipulated through 

force and technology, then crafted into something that can be sold, used, and 

consumed. The is a wealth of scholarship confronting making when animal parts are 

used. Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the 

Colonial Context provides one example. McClintock follows leather to trace various 

social relationships, showing how leather was used to reinforce, uphold, and 

sometimes subvert colonial powers. Even still, some scholars have focused on animal-

made commodities in abstract ways. Sophia Roosth’s Synthetic: How Life Got Made 

(2017) flips the script entirely, querying how engineers and biologists have rescripted 

life with tools only available in the post-genomic age. Animal studies, a subfield so 

robust it has spawned numerous conferences and edited collections, has much to tell 

us about human-animal relationships, which are often centered on promoting a more 

symbiotic, less extractive relationship between humans and animals. The novels at the 

center of this chapter explore how animal products are coopted by their human users, 

but to varying extent. The Things They Carried offers an example of how creating 

animal-made commodities can be difficult but endurable—ultimately, how facing 

gritty reality can make one a “man.” Conversely, American Pastoral shows how 

reliance on the customs and traditions of making one animal-made commodity 

(sheepskin gloves) betrays an outdated model of masculinity that can no longer be 

used to understand the world.  
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Read together, Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried and Philip Roth’s 

American Pastoral portray the nineties as a time of reckoning with old forms of 

American masculinity. The traditional mold of the American man that these novels 

respond to is well known in American literature from writers such as Hemingway, 

Faulkner, and Updike: both Roth and O’Brien tease out the ways in which the 

intelligent, individualistic, and resourceful man can no longer decode or respond to his 

environment in formerly tried and true ways. Specifically, neither protagonist—neither 

Tim nor the Swede—can rely on the nation as a unifying entity. Both novels tease out 

these complications of American masculinity in two key ways: first, by reinserting the 

Vietnam War into the American imaginary to show how fractured the country has 

become; second, by illustrating with careful precision the process of animal-composed 

commodities (pork products in The Things They Carried; sheepskin gloves in 

American Pastoral). Such depictions of animal parts show the complications of 

masculinity at the end of the century, but in different ways. In The Things They 

Carried, Tim is working to face the harsh realities of manhood, and while O’Brien 

does indeed represent an updated model of masculinity (one that allows for emotion 

and resistance to violence), the pig parts ultimately represent the gritty realities of 

American life that Tim must face. In O’Brien’s novel, a wide-ranging constellation of 

objects establishes that American masculinity needs to be updated to include affect. 

This point may seem retrograde, especially in the 2020s, but the power of O’Brien’s 

novel was and is the novel’s admission that men have complex emotions. The Things 

They Carried uses objects-in-process to make these feelings material, which 
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humanizes the American soldiers sent abroad. These soldiers are individual people 

with unique feelings and stories of their own, which is the novel’s central point. Tim’s 

experience working in the pork factory reinscribes traditional notions of masculine 

aesthetics with a nineties update: the experience ultimately toughens the young man 

through exposure to gritty realities of sacrifice, but the true import of this experience is 

only made available by honest self-reflection and the language of affect. O’Brien’s 

novel does not invert stereotypical visions of masculinity, but it does insist on a 

revision that foregrounds compassion and introspection. American Pastoral also 

reconstructs manhood vis-à-vis the Vietnam War and animal-made commodities, yet 

Roth’s project is distinct. American Pastoral is, in a certain way, an escalation of 

O’Brien’s stance on masculinity: the Swede, an emblem of masculine Jewish success 

in the twentieth-century, fervently holds onto the process of glove making as a futile 

antidote to the indecipherable world around him. In both novels, objects-in-process 

showcase the frustrations of American masculinity at the turn of the century and 

suggest that these older forms must be supplanted with more affective models of being 

and seeing at the turn of the century.  

 

Tim O’Brien’s Objects of Manhood  

The Things They Carried is a bildungsroman that tracks the development of its 

protagonist, Tim, from his late adolescence through his maturation. The central 

conflict for Tim as a young man is his conscription into the Vietnam War, which he at 

first resists by absconding to Canada before eventually acquiescing to his orders for 
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deployment. The novel does not move in a linear fashion, though. The text opens with 

a chapter with the same title as the novel, offering detailed character sketches of Tim’s 

military companions in Vietnam. Instead of offering backstories for each soldier, 

O’Brien focuses on each man’s possessions to shed light on their individual identities. 

After this initial chapter, the novel moves desultorily in time and space between 

Vietnam in the 1970s when Tim is an active-duty soldier, Massachusetts in 1990 when 

Tim is a forty-three year old man reflecting on his experience, Worthington, 

Minnesota in the late sixties when Tim works a summer job at a pork factory, and 

rural Canada during that same time period when Tim goes into hiding. These temporal 

and spatial shifts are literary tropes borrowed from high postmodernism from decades 

prior. In effect, the novel reads as a collection of vignettes that raise related questions. 

Three themes reappear most often: moral relativism as a now-impossibly complex idea 

in the face of modern warfare; the slipperiness of truth; the restorative powers of 

storytelling. The Things They Carried, while exploring these universal themes, is 

circumscribed by its exclusive interest in masculinity. Women only appear in the 

novel abstractly—as love interests or as innocent citizens worth fighting for. This set 

of themes sidesteps genuine political work: the novel is about individuals and their 

personal development through obstacles (with Tim as the primary example), not about 

structures that impose those obstacles.  

 Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried has been canonized in part because it 

is imminently teachable and unoffensive to “patriots.” The prose is relatively 

accessible; the content of the novel is what some might call relatable, and even in its 
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darkest moments, the text can be read as nationalistic. In other words, The Things They 

Carried has been co-opted by certain readers as a novel that promotes a kind of liberal 

agenda without substantial critique of American political structures.51 The final 

moment of the novel might indicate why it has been read in this way. The closing 

paragraph of the novel begins: “And then it becomes 1990. I’m forty-three years old, 

and a writer now” (232). O’Brien ruminates on deceased friends and comrades, then 

shifts to the metaphysical. He writes: “I’m skimming across the surface of my own 

history, moving fast, riding the melt beneath the blades, doing loops and spins, and 

when I take a high leap into the dark and come down thirty years later, I realize it is as 

Tim trying to save Timmy’s life with a story” (233). Even while Tim (the protagonist) 

struggles with feelings of guilt about violence inflicted in a state-sanctioned war, the 

central focal point of the novel is the development and preservation of selfhood. It is, 

in this way, a bildungsroman. It is important to understand the novel as such, as it 

ultimately reinforces old ideas about the viability of American individualism rather 

than offering structural critique. This retrospective and personal gaze allows for the 

kinds of apolitical readings this novel is often associated with. However, looking 

closely at the objects in the novel—and remembering that this is a novel published in 

 
 
51 When discussing this novel with professional and lay readers, a common response is 
that the novel was taught (either in high school or in an introductory college class) 
along with an assignment about what the student was carrying physically or 
emotionally. Pedagogical judgement aside, this kind of assignment shows how the 
novel has been read as personal, unique, and relatable instead of as a historical text 
(about the 1990s or about the Vietnam War).  
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1990 and responsive to the new decade—reveals how the text advocates for a shifting 

sense of masculinity. The Things They Carried evinces a deceptively complex set of 

politics through its objects: O’Brien demurs from directly indicting the United States 

for its racist imperialism enacted through military force, but he nevertheless sketches a 

model of masculinity that is incompatible with such American values.  

Much scholarship on Tim O’Brien is hagiographic; it focuses on him as an 

American male writer, but tends to avoid unpacking the politics of his fiction. Steven 

Kaplan’s Understanding Tim O’Brien (1995) is a key example. Kaplan offers a 

detailed biography, names literary antecedents (John Updike and Norman Mailer), and 

delineates major themes that can be identified throughout O’Brien’s literary career. In 

a chapter devoted to The Things They Carried, Kaplan argues that O’Brien “destroys 

the line dividing fact from fiction” and that he “emphasized the magical powers of 

storytelling” (171). According to Kaplan, O’Brien “stag[es] what might have 

happened in Vietnam while simultaneously questioning the accuracy and credibility of 

the narrative act itself” making the reader “fully aware” that they are “being made a 

participant in a game” (180). Patrick A. Smith corroborates Kaplan’s argument, stating 

that O’Brien uses images of carnage and death to “remind us how far above the din 

stories rise to redeem wasted lives” (113). Both scholars praise O’Brien, but engage 

the content of his novels on a superficial level. These examples of scholarship are 

valuable in terms of biographical context, but their refusal to engage with the content 

of The Things They Carried is telling. Specifically, there is almost no scholarship on 

O’Brien that ponders the weight of American complicity with larger political 
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structures. This is no accident; both Kaplan’s and Smith’s scholarship is explicitly 

patriotic. And, in most ways, The Things They Carried fits the kind of individualistic 

American ideology that both celebrate. The novel shifts the burden of guilt away from 

American political institutions by focusing on Timmy becoming Tim—a man who 

learns to cope with his personal burdens. Thus, addressing the politics of the novel 

becomes a moot point; the novel refuses the issue entirely. This, however, is not a 

reason to disregard the novel, but to read it more closely; its insistence on enduring 

American individualism, even in the face of state mandated and ethically abhorrent 

warfare, exemplifies a frustration with masculinity’s limits. O’Brien’s novel may not 

transcend these limits as we wish it to, but it nevertheless portrays an urgent sense to 

renegotiate masculinity in the 1990s. It leaves of with a political feeling of urgency, 

beckoning us towards renewal (even if the novel, as a whole, falls short of sketching 

out what that might look like).  

American masculinity and its limitations are often told through objects. This is 

appropriate when considering the limited capacity of literary objects to express 

themselves. These objects are coded as masculine because they are industrial and 

overpoweringly numerous. Nowhere is this more clear than in the first chapter of the 

novel, titled “The Things They Carried.” It opens with First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross 

“carr[ying] letters from a girl named Martha” (1). We learn quickly, with Cross’ 

collection of letters as an object lesson, that O’Brien’s objects are laden with affect. 

The narrator explains that “[t]hey were not love letters, but Lieutenant Cross was 

hoping, so he kept them folded in plastic at the bottom of his rucksack” (1). The first 
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paragraph of the novel continues to unpack the emotional valences on which the letters 

resonate with Cross: they allow him to imagine a future predicated on the end of the 

war and centered on domestic peace (“[h]e would imagine romantic camping trips into 

the White Mountains in New Hampshire”), they provide a physical materiality that 

transports Cross from the war to an imagined future (“[h]e would sometimes taste the 

envelope flaps, knowing her tongue had been there”), and they provided Cross with 

objects for which to perform a ritual (“[i]n the later afternoon, after a day’s march, he 

would dig his foxhole, wash his hands under a canteen, unwrap the letters, hold them 

with the tips of his fingers, and spend the last hour of light pretending,” and “at dusk, 

he would carefully return the letters to his rucksack”) (1-2). Thus, for Cross, the letters 

serve as material constructions of his day-to-day life during the war while they 

simultaneously tether him to his life as a civilian; they incite both imaginative and 

physical work. This initial presentation of a character and his beloved object 

establishes the novel as one concerned with individual experience carved out of 

collective struggle.  

The rest of the chapter catalogs innumerable objects that, similar to Cross’ 

letters from Martha, humanize characters as soldiers responsible for performing 

physical activities associated with war and as individuals with distinctive personality 

traits and interests. O’Brien offers a list of “necessities or near necessities” that center 

on the war experience as one that is violent and personal and visceral and human (2). 

These objects include “P-38 can openers, pocket knives, heat tabs, wristwatches, dog 

tags, mosquito repellent, chewing gum, candy, cigarettes, salt tablets, packets of Kool-
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Aid, lighters, matches, sewing kits, Military Payment Certificates, C rations, and two 

or three canteens of water” (2). These objects unify the soldiers—there are standard 

and utilitarian. Moreover, reading the list as a narrative process unveils what life is 

like for these soldiers. These individual objects are part of what constitutes soldiers’ 

lives. Following this list of “necessities or near-necessities,” the novel shifts to the 

objects of particular characters, thus emphasizing how even mass-produced objects 

can signify individuality (2). For instance, the “big man” Henry Dobbins “carried 

extra rations; he was especially fond of canned peaches in heavy syrup over pound 

cake”; hygiene-conscious Dave Jensen “carried a toothbrush, dental floss, and several 

hotel-sized bars of soap he’d stolen on R&R in Sydney, Australia”; frightened Ted 

Lavender “carried tranquilizers until he was shot in the head outside the village of 

Than Khe in mid-April” (2). There are two effects of this: first, the novel dismantles 

the long-held American image of the heroic but ultimately anonymous soldier and 

second, the novel shifts attention away from American political institutions 

responsible for the war, offering instead the individual for scrutiny. The novel’s 

clearest articulation of anti-war sentiment comes when young Tim decides to show up 

for conscription. O’Brien writes: “I was a coward, I went to the war” (58). Even here, 

the individual is held responsible for acquiescing, not the American government for 

demanding participation from its citizenry.   

The novel promotes a sense of individualism by focusing on Tim as a boy 

whose character development begins before he is conscripted to the Vietnam War. The 

chapter “On the Rainy River” details Tim’s life as a recent college graduate drafted 
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into the war. In Canada, he meets and works for a man named Elroy before eventually 

returning to the US and complying with his draft order. Tim’s ethical dilemma is 

signaled by his affect which is described as a process, beginning with “rage in [his] 

stomach” which “burned down to a smoldering self-pity, then to numbness” (40). 

These images found a political feeling—anger, perhaps even rage, directed toward 

nonsensical demands from the American government. Immediately after this 

description, the novel shifts abruptly to a scene of a summer job Tim once held as a 

“declotter,” a carver of pig carcasses. This desultory style of this chapter suggests 

parallelism between Tim the young American and Tim the pig carver. Tim offers: “I 

spent the summer of 1968 working in an Armour meat-packing plant in my hometown 

of Worthington, Minnesota” (40). He then describes the physical and material 

processes of this type of work. For “eight hours a day [he] stood on a quarter mile 

assembly line—more properly, a disassembly line—removing blood clots from the 

necks of dead pigs” (40). As a “declotter,” Tim’s official job title, he is responsible for 

performing this same rote task again and again. Tim details the process that the pig 

carcasses are subjected to: “After slaughter, the hogs were decapitated, split down the 

length of the belly, pried open, eviscerated, and strung up by the hind hocks on a high 

conveyer belt” (40). The juxtaposition of Tim’s frustrated emotional state with a 

careful narration of pig disassembly effectively links Tim’s emotional process to a 

material one. Tim reflects on his experience in the pork factory: “In the evenings I’d 

sometimes borrow my father’s car and drive aimlessly around town, feeling sorry for 

myself, thinking about the war and the pig factory and how my life seemed to be 
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collapsing toward slaughter” (41). In this version of the metaphor, Tim is the pig being 

eviscerated instead of the assembly line man cutting away unwanted parts. He recalls: 

“At night I’d go home smelling of pig. It wouldn’t go away. Even after a hot bath, 

scrubbing hard, the stink was always there—like old bacon, or sausage, a greasy pig-

stink that soaked deep into my skin and hair” (41). In this reflection, Tim confronts his 

complicity in a system he only begins to understand. The metaphor here is that Tim 

learning how the sausage is made turns him into a man. The shift from Tim’s outrage 

at the draft to his tiresome and dirty summer job shows how feelings can be captured 

through the narration of objects. But this feeling is primarily one of frustration that the 

novel suggests must be accepted as an inherent part of masculine identity in the United 

States. This is largely conveyed through the objects of the pork factory. Perversely, 

while the pork factory sequence is fairly short in the novel, it is continued 

metaphorically as Tim goes on to Vietnam as “slaughterer.” 

The rich object world of The Things They Carried catalogs masculine 

frustration without resolution. The many objects that the novel show how feelings can 

inhere in material things. This point may sound quite basic, but it is in fact the selling 

point of the novel—that things can hold feelings, and men who hold those things also 

hold onto feelings. This feature of the novel hinges on the idea that men indeed have 

complex emotions that are often inaccessible without looking toward material 

evidence. The story these objects tell may not do the work we expect from an anti-war 

novel. In fact, presenting objects as keys to interiority allows the novel to reframe 

questions about the United States’ involvement in Vietnam from overarching 
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structures to the ways in which individuals coped with struggles imposed by those 

structures. Pacifism, which the novel aligns itself with, is depicted as an individual 

value. The experience of the war for Tim functions similarly to his experience 

working the pork factory: learning how the sausage is made or learning how freedom 

is won is dirty and dehumanizing work. This kind of labor leads to the ethical 

quandaries and rhetorical questions at the heart of the novel. On one hand, the open-

endedness of the novel suggests that the Vietnam War led to a breakdown of order and 

clarity. On the other, O’Brien’s open-ended morality works in favor of American 

political and social structures who are not imperialistically evil according to this 

logic—they are simply morally relativistic. The Things They Carried may fall short of 

genuine structural critique because, in fact, its focus on process is limited. The novel 

thus leaves us with a description of masculine frustration, but we are not quite sure if 

that is a condemnation of the nation, of old paradigms of masculinity, or something 

else entirely. As we will see in American Pastoral, a novel that painstaking focuses on 

process and tracing process whenever possible, critique of American masculinity and 

process are intricately bound. This is because American masculinity, in both novels, 

hinges on one’s ability to trace cause and effect, to know how and when things work, 

and most of all, to control process at each and every stage.     

 

Philip Roth’s Crisis of Masculinity  

 Philip Roth’s American Pastoral, published seven years after The Things They 

Carried, expands the image of the frustrated American man in the 1990s. There are a 
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number of thematic similarities between the two novels: they feature animal-made 

commodities and narrate their processes of development with meticulous detail; they 

include the Vietnam War; they wrestle with shifting forms of American masculinity in 

the 1990s. These three commonalities are related: In the case of both novels, the 

relationship between the male protagonists and the processes of making they engage 

with show these men grappling with a changing world. We might consider the ethnic 

differences between each protagonist and the perspective likely engendered: the Irish-

American Midwest experience of Tim, versus the Jewish American east coast 

experience of the Swede. The objects and their processes are easier for these men to 

understand and rely on than the contemporary worlds in which they exist. Both 

O’Brien and Roth share common observations about the plight of the American man at 

the turn of the century. O’Brien tells us that story-telling is what might save us; Roth 

suggests that the stories we tell ourselves may not do the work we want them to. In 

The Things They Carried, the chaos of the world bears down on the individual man, 

who is characterized as strong, intelligent, resilient, and free-thinking. His objects help 

him cope with the chaos that surrounds him. Individual growth is the ultimate goal in 

the novel. Roth’s protagonist, the Swede, fits O’Brien’s model of American manhood: 

He is strong, attractive, intelligent, wealthy, and responsible. His inherited glove 

factory and his knowledge of glove production provide him with a sense of mastery, 

which he turns to when his life becomes difficult and its problems untenable. The 

Swede assumes the reliability and predictability of material processes ought to have an 

abstract counterpart—a tried and true process for converting the raw experience of life 
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in a desired final product. But ultimately, the Swede is left dismayed, powerless, and 

without resolution. Frustrated by familial and political strife alike, he relies on an 

understanding of masculinity that is outdated and ineffective, emblematized by his 

relationship with the gloves produced by his factory. Above all, American Pastoral 

frames the Swede’s struggle to come to terms with a changing world as a crisis of 

masculinity. All of this comes to the fore through objects-in-process, which leave us 

with a political feeling of failure and impotence.  

American Pastoral is divided into three sections: “Paradise Remembered,” 

“The Fall,” and “Paradise Lost,” thus mirroring Milton’s epic poem. The novel opens 

with Nathan Zuckerman (a recurring figure in Roth’s oeuvre) who narrates his 

memory of the Swede, a golden boy of the Jewish Newark, New Jersey community. 

He is attractive, blonde, intelligent, generous, and an all-star athlete. Zuckerman 

claims that the Swede ascended “into the house of Apollo”; he explains the local 

community’s veneration of the Swede. He states: “With the Swede indominable on the 

playing field, the meaningless surface of life provided a bizarre, delusionary kind of 

sustenance, the happy release into a Sedian innocence, for those who lived in dread of 

never seeing their sons or their brothers or their husbands again” (4). Zuckerman’s 

invocation of World War II historicizes the Swede as a specifically Jewish American 

hero; his exceptional qualities are valued because they reflect well on his community, 

not because they distinguish him as an individual. Later in this first section, 

Zuckerman narrates his forty-fifth year high school reunion. Here, he talks to the 

Swede’s brother and learns about the Swede’s unfortunate past, which seems 
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impossibly jarring compared with the halcyon days of his youth. The remainder of the 

novel shifts from Zuckerman’s perspective to a third person narrator. In the later two 

sections of the novel, we learn about the Swede’s life after Zuckerman knew him: his 

marriage to Dawn (a former Miss New Jersey pageant queen); his move to Old 

Rimrock (a picturesque and pastoral residence); his fraught relationship with his 

daughter, Merry.  

Merry’s journey is a complicated one: she struggles with a debilitating speech 

impediment, becomes an anti-Vietnam political reactionary and bombs a post office as 

an act of political protest, and by the end of the novel, converts to Jainism. A large 

portion of the novel focuses on the Swede’s futile attempts to understand his daughter 

so he can come to her aid. The Swede uses Freudian psychoanalysis to do so, but to no 

avail. Circumscribed by all these events is the source of the Levov family fortune: 

Newark Maid Leatherware, a company that makes sheepskin gloves. The production 

of gloves becomes a central part of the narrative; the Swede turns to them as a source 

of comfort and predictability when he confronts his daughter’s act of violence. 

American Pastoral is about the Swede’s persistent and fruitless search for meaning in 

a world that will not or cannot yield it. By tracing the hypermasculinity of the Swede 

from high school star athlete to dejected father, the novel portrays a crisis of 

masculinity in which individual strength and charisma no longer decode the world for 

the Swede as he expects. This is shown most clearly later in the novel, when gloves 

and their meticulous construction are presented.  
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 American Pastoral mocks psychoanalysis. In many ways, though, the novel 

seems to offer a story that is ripe for classic structural Freudian analysis. Several 

features of the narrative permit such readings: the Swede is the quintessential father 

figure searching for answers; Merry is a troubled youth with a disability that is 

possibly psychological; the therapist figure (Sheila Salzman) hides Merry after the 

post office bombing and has an affair with the Swede; finally, the novel heavy-

handedly uses the language of psychoanalysis to address the Swede’s attempt to 

understand Merry’s plight. Scholars such as Ansu Louis and Timothy L. Parrish have 

mined this vein, offering psychoanalytic readings of a novel that seems to announce 

itself as psychoanalytic. Louis writes: “Swede’s overdoing of his American role is 

symptomatic of a deep-rooted crisis in his psyche”; she goes on to assert that “he is 

condemned to an endless self-reflection with a latent attention to reassert the truth 

value of his American ideals” (205). Parrish follows this line of thinking, arguing that: 

“In rewriting Zuckerman’s story through the story of Swede Levov, Roth rewrites his 

Zuckerman oeuvre to stage a reconciliation with the Jewish past his fiction has 

struggled to escape. Through his identification with Swede, Zuckerman at last 

surrenders to the demands of the Jewish father” (84). But the Swede’s inability to 

understand Merry or the sociopolitical conditions they exist within is exacerbated—

not decoded—by psychoanalysis. Margaret Scanlan writes: “At first the Levovs . . . 

look for explanations of their daughter’s violence in their own family dynamics and 

personal failures” (260). She goes on to assert: “to a degree bordering on parody, they 

turn to the popular Freudianism endemic to affluent America in the 1960s” (260, 
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emphasis mine). Indeed, Roth creates a caricature of casual psychoanalysis—which is 

often associated with the midcentury Jewish community—that hinges on the 

masculine urge to decode and demystify with clarity and precision.  

 The Swede’s deployment of armchair psychoanalysis and his understanding of 

objects are epiphenomenal of a failing masculine approach to identify and solve 

problems with clear causes and effects. In other words, the Swede’s relationship to 

gloves signals a crisis of masculinity. While gloves and glove manufacturing are 

featured throughout the novel, one scene in particular captures the Swede’s 

relationship to these objects. This scene shows his delight in the exactitude of the 

process of making gloves while also suggesting that this approach—signaled to be 

masculine by the conversion of animal parts into commodity, by the Swede’s self-

assurance about the cause and effect of each step of the process, and of course, by the 

nature of being part of American manufacturing—is a poor model for understanding 

the world. The Swede’s fetish for the gloves exposes his desire to stitch together the 

world in similar fashion. In this scene, Rita Cohen, Merry’s friend and activist-

comrade, visits the Swede at Newark Maid Leatherware, ostensibly for a tour. Rita is a 

business student at Wharton, “doing a thesis on the leather industry in Newark, New 

Jersey” (117). Rita is described as a “tiny, bone-white girl who looked half of Merry’s 

age but claimed to be some six years older” (117). The appearance of Rita opens the 

second section of the novel, titled “The Fall.” Even in the first paragraph of this 

section, the narrator discloses Rita’s true identity, suggesting that the Swede “should 

have recognized immediately who she was” (117).  Rita appears at the factory “four 
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months after Merry’s disappearance,” and while the Swede seems to have been 

“waiting for just such a person,” he is deceived by her appearance (117). As Rita 

appears “so tiny, so young, so ineffectual-looking,” the Swede “could barely believe 

she was a student” at Wharton “let alone the provocateur who was Merry’s mentor in 

world revolution” (117). The Swede is unable to recognize Rita for who she is, even as 

he looks for co-conspirators and for links to Merry. Rita’s status as small female 

student is central; the Swede assumes she is there to learn from his expertise in part 

because of her gender and age. In the lengthy passage that follows, the Swede informs 

Rita about the process of making gloves, a conversation and tutorial that spans 

materials, equipment, origins of materials, and outsourcing of certain parts of leather-

making. Such an extended focus on the process of making gloves arrests readers’ 

attention and asks them to consider how the story of gloves intersects with the story of 

the Swede attempting to save his daughter.   

Before the Swede agrees to show Rita the process that takes place at Newark 

Maid Leatherware, she asks a number of questions about the materials used to make 

gloves. Early in their meeting, the Swede asks an assistant to “bring a sheepskin into 

the office” for “the Wharton girl to feel” (120). Rita asks: “‘What happens to the hair? 

. . . Does it get used’” (120). The Swede responds: “‘The hair is used to make carpet. 

Up in Amsterdam, New York. Bigelow. Mohawk. But the primary value is the skins. 

The hair is a by-product, and how you get the hair off the skin and all the rest is 

another matter entirely’” (120). At this moment, it is clear that Rita is interested in the 

totality of the production of the gloves. While the Swede does not yet recognize this in 
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the moment, Rita is already showing her Marxist hand—asking what of the animal is 

discarded, and what is used for other goods. The Swede’s response, significantly, is 

enmeshed in the logics of late capitalism as Fredric Jameson describes; the sheep is a 

“matter of internationalization” that connects various geographic locations (xix). More 

telling than this, though, is the Swede’s eagerness to give as complete a story as 

possible. He tells Rita that “‘There’s a company that brokered all the hair from the 

tanneries to the carpetmakers, but you don’t want to get into that” (120). Nevertheless, 

he offers to go into greater detail if she desires, in part because of his “attract[ion]” to 

her thoroughness (120). Swede imagines: “‘I suppose it does all tie together’” (120). 

From the very beginning of Rita’s tour through the factory, the novel situates the 

production of objects as something large and expansive, a matter of serious concern. 

The Swede imagines gloves and their production as a narrative that can be “‘tie[d] 

together’” if given the appropriate amount of attention and detail (120). The Swede, 

the masculine father figure, remains optimistic that certainty and completion are 

possible with hard work, perseverance, and commitment.   

The narration moves on to detail the Swede’s thorough account of how the 

gloves are made. But importantly, there are consistent narrative breaks during which 

the Swede shifts from thinking about telling Rita about the gloves to thinking about 

Merry. In so doing, Roth asserts that there is a pressing and viable connection between 

how the Swede views the process of glove making and how he views his daughter’s 

plight. In other words, the Swede believes the exactitude and expertise required by 

glove making are the same skills required for fathering. The Swede’s approach to 
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narratives with identifiable origins and clear causality is revealed through his 

discussion of gloves and his ruminations about Merry. Where the Swede cannot 

understand the origins of his daughter’s speech impediment or her violent political act 

of protest, he turns toward objects which seemingly offer clear narratives. The Swede 

tells Rita that they are “going to bring [her] right through the whole process . . . [they 

are] going to make [her] a pair of gloves and [she’s] going to watch them being made 

from start to finish” (124). The narrator describes the physical objects used for the 

creation of the parts of the gloves, including particularities such as the need to avoid 

“‘direct sunlight’” so that one might be better able to better “‘study the skins for 

quality’” (124). The Swede informs Rita of the hidden parts of the process of glove 

making as well. For instance, a “lot of licking went on,” but “‘[t]he customer never 

knows it’” (126). The Swede, taking great pride in his knowledge of glove making, 

explains: “‘A product is a product to most manufacturers. The guy who makes them 

doesn’t know anything about them. The glove business isn’t like that. This business 

has a long, long history” (130). Rita remarks: “‘You really are mad for this place and 

all the processes. I guess that’s what makes you a happy man’” (130).52 Through this 

lengthy description of glove making processes, the reader learns the true extent of the 

Swede’s affinity for the family business. He has, in his estimation, mastered the logic 

 
 
52 Tim Ingold’s Making (2013) imagines “the relation between thinking and making” 
as “mak[ing] through thinking” and simultaneously, as “think[ing] through making,” 
based on if it is from the perspective of the theorist or the craftsman (6).  
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of glove production, which makes him not only a good capitalist, but also, a good 

storyteller. In the vein of this thinking, Merry is also an object created by him, which 

is why her unpredictability vexes him—or so he thinks.  

The extensive focus on the production of gloves in American Pastoral offers 

insight into the Swede’s approach to how the world ought to be ordered, manipulated, 

and commodified. It is important to note that the Swede’s expansive knowledge of 

gloves is “correct” and accurate, even as reliance on such ways of thinking leads him 

astray. The object lesson—that the Swede’s insistence on neatness, order, and 

completion cannot be applied to his daughter—is only exposed through comparison 

between the object sketches and the central narrative of the novel. This kind of 

comparative work is central for two main reasons: first, the novel’s focus on 

masculinity becomes clear when reading about gloves in context of the mythos of the 

Swede as an exceptional Jewish man in the Newark community and second, Roth 

rejects both psychoanalysis and Marxism as philosophies that can decode American 

culture. While the former is somewhat clear from the beginning of the novel vis-à-vis 

Nathan Zuckerman’s introduction of the Swede, the second requires careful attention 

to see. Indeed, the novel tempts the reader to think causally along with its protagonist, 

only to experience vicarious frustration. Psychoanalysis fails as a tool that can 

diagnose and treat Merry. Marxism fails, too. This is complicated, especially 

considering Roth’s novel in relation to O’Brien’s. O’Brien prizes old fashioned 

individualism as an antidote to the perils of modernity; Roth resists this kind of 

individualism but attacks the two primary structural modes of thinking—
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psychoanalysis and Marxism—that could perform cultural critique. In effect, the novel 

puts even the most academic reader in the position of the Swede: we are unable to 

penetrate the narrative with the tools that have been at our disposal.        

American Pastoral urges its readers to participate in the Swede’s dilemma by 

baiting them with depth models—and with the confidence that clear answers will 

come with perseverance—that its protagonist employs. This is most obvious by the 

way that Nathan Zuckerman narrates his approach to observing the Swede. Zuckerman 

contemplates: “Of course, I thought, of course—my urge to discover a substratum, my 

continuing suspicion that more was there than what I was looking at, around in [the 

Swede] the fear that I might go ahead and tell him that he wasn’t what he wanted us to 

believe he was” (38). Zuckerman engages in a back-and-forth dialogue with himself, 

wondering how much there is to see. He thinks: “Why clutch at him? What’s the 

matter with you? There’s nothing here but what you’re looking at. He’s all about being 

looked at. He always was. You’re craving depths that don’t exist. This guy is the 

embodiment of nothing” (39). The chapter ends with a conclusive statement: “I was 

wrong Never more mistaken about anyone in my life” (39). The first chapter of the 

novel concludes in this manner, promising for a kind of depth that is refused by the 

novel at every turn. Zuckerman is not quite wrong, nor is he wholly correct. Instead, 

by the end of the novel, readers feel like Zuckerman and like the Swede: there is 

potentially depth, there are potentially answers, but we cannot access them with 

clarity. Objects only tempt us—even meticulously created gloves lead us astray by 

modeling a way of thinking that cannot be reproduced for human subjects.   
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Throughout the novel the Swede states plainly his intent to uncover answers 

and solve his daughter’s problems through the force of his masculine strength and wit. 

His relationship to gloves is the model for the kind of predictability and mastery he 

expects from his relationship with people. The novel, which announces itself as one 

about misreading from its opening, continually returns to images of the Swede 

persevering to uncover truths in a sort of Sisyphean struggle.53 In the first half of the 

novel, the Swede looks for clues anywhere he can find them. The narrator states: 

“Everything he reads or sees or hears has significance. Nothing is impersonally 

perceived” (167). Statements like this one permeate the novel; the Swede becomes an 

investigator with excess stimuli. There are clues throughout that this method of 

engagement will fail. For instance, in a heated conversation between the Swede and 

his daughter, Merry asserts: “‘You cannot reduce the journey of a soul to that kind of 

psychology. It is not worth of you’” (251). In this moment, the Swede questions 

Merry’s motives, trying to pinpoint exactly where things went wrong. Like so many 

 
 
53 In the first section of the novel, “Paradise Remembered,” Nathan Zuckerman 
announces the difficulty of understanding people. He imagines a fictional encounter 
between the reader and a stranger, claiming: “You get them wrong before you meet 
them, while you’re anticipating meeting them; you get them wrong while you’re with 
them; and then you go home to tell somebody else about the meeting and you get them 
wrong all over again” (35). He continues, later in the passage: “The fact remains that 
getting people right is not what living is all about anyway . . . Maybe the best thing 
would be to forget being right or wrong about people and just go along for the ride” 
(35).  
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points in the novel, there is no clarity, even for the reader. This statement from Merry 

asserts her uniqueness as is wont for an angsty teenager; she almost certainly did have 

motivations that led her to violence. But the novel will not yield up answers—neither 

for the Swede, nor for us. Towards the end of the novel, Merry and her father continue 

this same conversation—this time, the Swede tries to understand his daughter’s 

conversion to Jainism. The narrator explains his thinking: “What does one have to do 

with the other? No, Merry, it does not hang together. What does any of this ranting 

have to do with you, who will not even do harm to water? Nothing hangs together—

none of it is linked up” (368-9, emphasis in original). The Swede’s admission that he 

cannot understand Merry is framed as resignation. His inability to discern cause and 

effect is indicative of a declining world rather than a flaw in his method.  

It is the Swede’s reliance on certain kinds of stories on which his downfall 

hinges. Indeed, American Pastoral is not so much a novel about the downfall of Merry 

as it is about the Swede’s futile search for answers related to her downfall. The novel 

tempts readers to accept the Swede’s dismay as a generational difference; that perhaps 

he cannot understand Merry because he does not take her cause seriously. A reading in 

this vein would suggest that the Swede is using Freud where he should be using Marx. 

But the novel does not align itself with Merry’s politics in any discernable way. In 

fact, the novel’s rejection of narratives with resolution and causal thinking suggests 

that it stands against psychoanalysis and Marxism as ways to explain away personal 

grievances. The novel does not mount a stance about the United States’ role in the 

Vietnam War, nor does it weigh in on the efficacy of political activism. This is 
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because the novel is about thwarted masculinity; the Swede cannot uncover, decode, 

and dismantle in the ways he learned to rely on. Rather than provide any neat 

resolution or offer a renewed vision of American masculinity, American Pastoral 

leaves us frustrated.  

 

Masculine Frustration as Political Feeling  

Both The Things They Carried and American Pastoral are novels about 

frustrated men. In The Things They Carried, Tim’s frustration is assuaged through the 

process of storytelling and commitment to individual self-edification. O’Brien’s novel 

is deeply American in this respect: it is circumscribed by a myth of macho self-

reliance, but is updated in the sense that the American male protagonist has a fuller 

range of emotional responses. It may seem that this novel is apolitical, but in fact, it is 

quite the opposite: this novel uses the conventions of postmodernism to suggest that 

the incoherence of the world absolves Americans of complicity in promoting 

capitalism and upholding white supremacy. Of course, this is not explicit in the novel, 

which is, somewhat ironically, about the power of narrative to process trauma. Objects 

in O’Brien’s novel do much of the work of relaying its core value of unfettered 

individuality. It offers us some process, but not quite enough to engender real 

structural critique. Whether in passages that list foodways and hand tools or in the 

description of Tim eviscerating pig carcasses, objects remind us of individual power 

and grit. Even when Tim imagines himself as the pig carcass being made into a 

commodity, it is ultimately a testament to his personal growth that he can endure this 
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experience and craft it into a narrative. American Pastoral echoes similar frustrations 

about men coping with a changing world. But Roth’s crucial point is resistant to 

O’Brien’s: the mythos of the American man’s strength and charisma is no longer 

sufficient or even useful. The Swede must ultimately recognize the incoherence of the 

world as something inevitable. He is frustrated, as is the reader, who is left similarly 

unsatisfied by the impenetrability of a narrative that desires explanations but refuses it. 

Roth’s gloves do essential work in relaying this idea: they are the model for the 

Swede’s universe, and a sort of insidious ode to a version of masculinity that has 

expired. Process is everywhere in American Pastoral—in gloves, in Merry’s downfall, 

in the changes that the United States underwent during and after the Vietnam War. 

But, process is not always clear. For the Swede, glove making provides the clearest 

vision into process, but reliance on such methodical processes is misleading. As such, 

we as readers are left with a political feeling of frustration, of impotence, and of the 

need for newer and more capacious models of masculinity.       
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CODA  

POLITICAL FEELING AND THE USE OF LITERATURE  

This dissertation confronts twentieth-century American novels with a 

particular focus that begins in the 1960s and continues through the 1990s. While this 

project ends with the twentieth-century’s close, this coda imagines how the trends I 

identify carry on into the first decades of the twenty-first-century. The objects-in-

process I identify range from cars to Zippo lighters, from paper to gloves, from pieces 

of string to nuclear bombs. While the preceding chapters explore objects capaciously, 

all of these objects are from a pre-digital age. Even the objects that confront media and 

technology—like DeLillo’s television sets—are from a time before the escalation of 

personal technology as we confront it today. This is intentional, as this dissertation is 

decidedly a twentieth-century project. While innovations in technology are central to 

every novel featured, the kinds of innovations and the kinds of technology that were 

being confronted in the second half of the twentieth-century are different from the 

rapid and all-consuming technologies of today. One might quibble over whether this is 

a change in kind or a change in degree, but without question, literary object 

representation has morphed in the digital age as writers confront new paradigms, new 

objects, and new challenges. This coda explores how objects-in-process might be 

understood in the twenty-first-century.     

 Literary portraits of objects-in-process convey political feelings. This has been 

the central argument of my dissertation, contextualized by decade and considered 
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through author pairings. In the 1960s, Philip K. Dick and Kurt Vonnegut showcase 

antiques and atomic bombs to urge acceptance of illegibility in a world that can no 

longer be understood through linear histories or cause and effect. In the 1970s, 

Thomas Pynchon and E.L. Doctorow trace the arc of V-2 rockets and dismantle (and 

then repair) a custom Model T Ford to grapple with notions of individuality and their 

conflict with collective American identities. In the 1980s, Toni Morrison and Don 

DeLillo balk at narratives that sidestep causality in the name of kaleidoscopic pastiche. 

With ghosts, clothing, jewelry, drugs and television sets, Morrison and DeLillo show 

us how the past haunts us in tangible ways. In the 1990s, Tim O’Brien and Philip Roth 

illustrate in detail pig parts, military accoutrements, and gloves to explore the failings 

of masculinity at the end of the century. In all of these fictions, authors pay close 

attention to processes of creation, use, destruction, and restoration. These objects-in-

process impart political feelings in various ways: by failing, by hastening the 

apocalypse, by reminding us of the indelibility of history, by proving to be forgeries or 

being impossible to assess, by marking their human users as complicit. In all of these 

circumstances, objects in twentieth-century American novels tell stories alongside the 

central narratives of the novels in which they appear, thus demanding the inquiry of 

material culture scholars. 

 These objects relay affect, which, I have argued, carries a political valence that 

deserves our attention. While the particular affective lessons vary from novel to novel 

and decade to decade, anxiety is a central affect that appears throughout. This 

observation brings me to a question appropriate to raise in this coda: Does this 
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dissertation describe an observable change over time? This way of thinking is 

especially tempting when authors are read as interlocutors—for instance, when Toni 

Morrison’s and Don DeLillo’s representations of history are juxtaposed with those of 

literary antecedents such as Thomas Pynchon and E.L. Doctorow. But we might pause 

to consider the many, varied relationships between the political feelings we see in each 

decade before declaring that a clear and definable “change” is the outcome of this 

study. As organized by decade and chapter, the “political feelings” we might call 

major takeaways from each chapter are distinct, but only somewhat. The core affect is 

anxiety, sometimes a melancholic anxiety, at other times more fearful. This is not 

surprising considering this is a project that surveys twentieth-century American 

literature dealing with past atrocities, expectations of diminished futures, and often 

both simultaneously. Instead of tracking a change over time, the preceding chapters 

aim to capture discrete moments in American literary history that add up to not quite a 

whole, but something like an assemblage or mosaic. I have sought to figure out if and 

how novels capture feelings at mass scale. This anxiety, in its many forms, speaks not 

just to American literary history, but to literary criticism.   

Given the state of the humanities, there has never been a better time for such 

stock-taking of literature’s potential reach. There are, in fact, a number of ways to 

think about the work this dissertation does in 2022; thinking broadly about literary 

studies and its social utility is only one. Considering the state of the world today, this 

question seems most pressing as I reflect on this dissertation as both a cohesive 

argument about the power of representational objects and as a body of work that 
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underscores the benefits of reading with tangible political goals. The usefulness of a 

dissertation on twentieth-century American literature might be suspect—both because 

the academy manages to contract each year with fewer jobs and increased strain on 

existing faculty and because the world demands with increasing fervor that we 

acknowledge and respond to oppressive structures that are poised to limit rather than 

liberate. The essence of this dissertation is an adaptive response to both of these 

problems: literary studies retains its merits even if the academy collapses, as long as 

there are still readers; literature possesses real political power, both by reflecting 

existing attitudes and fostering more sympathetic perspectives. This dissertation 

responds to questions about the value of the humanities in this particular moment by 

underscoring the political efficacy that can be spurred on, examined, curated, and 

enacted by literature. This project is political in that it describes ways that literature is 

and has long been a tool in reflecting affect and showing how that affect is historically 

situated and politically responsive.  

 The concept of “political feeling” must be put into conversation with the 

“method wars” that shaped academic debates for a number of years after the 

publication of Rita Felski’s The Limits of Critique (2015). Felski, and many other 

scholars like Sharon Marcus, Steven Best, and Heather Love, champion the emotional 

reaction of the reader in literary analysis. Debates surrounding post-critique are largely 

outside the scope of this coda, especially as these conversations seem to have died 

down in recent years. Nevertheless, a brief mention of post-critique and its antagonists 

is illuminating. Proponents of these methods of reading generally hover on what we 
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might call democratic values; that is, taking all readings and responses seriously. 

Scholars who push back, like Bruce Robbins and, to a lesser extent, James Simpson, 

cite two main arguments: that post-critique deskills the profession because it flattens 

conversations about literature and that post-critique is fundamentally apolitical and 

thus eschews the most important work of scholars in the humanities. Both proponents 

and critics spoke urgently with a sense of anxiety about the future of the profession 

and what scholarship should look like. In some ways, this dissertation promotes ideas 

that were proclaimed with urgency half a decade ago: namely, that the reaction of 

readers should be taken seriously. But my work in fact positions the expert as central 

instead of residual in reading literature—in chronicling and explaining the feelings 

that these novels impart.  

Reading novels with an eye toward how objects-in-process produce political 

feelings shows us how all literature is, in a certain sense, self-help literature. This is 

not to say that all readerly reactions are equally edifying. Nevertheless, focusing on 

readers, feelings, and unsuspected methods to get at those feelings—thing theory 

included—remains a central aim in this body of work. The title of this coda nods 

toward a monograph Rita Felski wrote before The Limits of Critique that brought the 

question of method into the spotlight. Uses of Literature (2008) argues that “[t]here is 

a dawning sense among literary and cultural critics that a shape of thought has grown 

old” (1). The “shape of thought” Felski refers to is, of course, the hermeneutics of 

suspicion (1). She posits: “To define literature as ideology is to have decided ahead of 

time that literary works can be objects of knowledge but never sources of knowledge” 
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(7). Throughout the text, she explores various alternatives for what literature can offer: 

recognition, enchantment, knowledge, and shock.54 I demur from Felski in that even in 

these “alternatives” to reading, there is political possibility—especially when the 

theorist or the scholar is given proper recognition. This is primarily because the works 

of literature in question have complex affective moods to uncover; it is, in this way, 

not only the emotional “reaction” of the reader, but the relationship between the 

affective mood created by the novel and the reader’s subjective response that creates 

political feeling.   

What the method wars, all of the novels focused on in this dissertation, and the 

idea of political feeling underscore is that anxiety (and its many variations) spurs us to 

seek new answers, try on new selves, and explore new possibilities. For the remainder 

of this coda I turn to a last, recent literary work: Rachel Kushner’s The Flamethrowers 

(2013). This novel uses objects-in-process to consider complicity as a political feeling. 

The protagonist, called “Reno” based on her hometown but never truly named, 

 
 
54 There are multiple scholars who have expressed similar ideas to Felski in decades 
past. John Barth, for instance, explores ways of reading and possibilities for future 
direction of literary study in his famous essay, “The Literature of Exhaustion” (1967). 
Barth claimed: “it may well be that the novel’s time as a major art form is up,” 
explaining that “if enough writers and critics feel apocalyptic about [the novel], their 
feeling becomes a considerable cultural fact” (72, emphasis in original). Barth’s essay 
underscores a desire for critical novelty, which echoes in Felski’s work. Eve 
Sedgwick’s classic essay “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading” (2002) attempts 
to imagine alternatives to strong theory, which she argues is based on paranoia. She 
states that paranoid readings ought to be “viewed as one kind of cognitive/affective 
theoretical practice among other, alternative kinds” (126).     
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attempts to recreate herself to no avail. This plays out as she traverses time and space, 

attempting to leave behind her past and seek our new identities. But the refusal of 

personal renewal happens on a macro, historical scale, too. With desultory chapters set 

in Brazil, Kushner reminds us that the motorcycle tires that Reno uses to make her 

land art have deep and troubling roots that we as readers alone have access to. As a 

result, we are mesmerized by historical complexity and left motionless, without 

answer. It is appropriate to conclude this dissertation with Kushner’s novel, which 

seeks above all else to show us the impossibility of rootlessness—to demand that our 

indelible, thorny pasts must be accounted for.  

The Flamethrowers is a historical novel with multiple temporal and narrative 

registers that, as Andrew Strombeck points out, “do not cohere” (453). At its core, the 

novel is about a nameless artist called Reno. Reno struggles to create a life; she “ha[s] 

to move to New York City first, to become an artist of the West” (Kushner 8). Rather 

than exploring Reno’s artistic struggle and possible success as a künstlerroman, in 

which an artist ultimately rejects everyday life in order to reach the full height of their 

talents, Kushner explicates the impossibility of total self-renewal. Even the 

protagonist’s nickname, Reno, alludes to a futile dream of rootlessness. The novel 

includes far more than images of Reno’s art-making and troubled dalliances in New 

York; it also tracks her boyfriend Sandro’s wealthy family in Italy in the past and the 

present. At the intersection of these disparate narratives is Reno’s motorcycle, 

considered as the “form” of the novel by some (Strombeck 453). Sandro’s family 

owns Moto Valera, an Italian motorcycle and tire company, and it is through the 
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motorcycle that we begin to see the opaque connective tissue between the narrative 

threads Kushner presents. Borrowing from Caroline Levine’s work, I see the 

motorcycle as an object that mediates between temporal and spatial registers, and as 

the end result of a complex and fraught network of exchange.  

The disjointed objects and characters of The Flamethrowers echo, with 

kaleidoscopic intensity, the impossibility of casting off one’s roots. Reno is the first 

and most obvious example: in an early chapter of the novel, she travels to the 

Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah, hoping to take photographs that would capture “the 

experience of speed” (30). Reno explains that these photographs would be “nothing 

but a trace. A trace of a trace,” but even that admission ironizes her quest as she 

admits there will be at least some material remainder (30). Examples abound: Sandro’s 

minimalist art—large aluminum boxes displayed in empty rooms—is meant to signify 

nothing but itself, and yet these boxes are “stamped by the factory” (92-3), which 

offers an apt synecdoche for Sandro’s failed attempt to denounce his wealthy family 

from which he continues to benefit; Ronnie, Sandro’s best friend, and Giddle, a 

drifting waitress, both offer varied accounts of their pasts. These stories, which range 

from pathetic to grand, cast these characters as forlorn, searching figures. None of 

Kushner’s characters manage to fool each other, either with their questionable origin 

stories or with their dreams of emancipation from those pasts. The novel doesn’t stop 

here, though. These characters, hollowed by their drive toward newness, become 

primed for revolutionary movement and violent acts—many of them without clear 

objectives. By positioning revolutionary acts as an outlet for individual frustration 
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instead of as a coherent political response with tangible social benefits, The 

Flamethrowers creates a world of interconnectivity and historical collisions that 

disallows neat Marxian pairings of oppressor and oppressed, demanding instead that 

we account for inevitable complicity with those systems we wish to escape. Reno’s 

and Sandro’s art objects may seem at first glance to signal aimlessness, but in fact, 

they reveal thwarted desire to cast off the complicity that Kushner insists remains 

unavoidable.   

There are two particularly disjointed chapters in the novel that sketch the 

intertwined and deeply problematic relationship between workers in Brazil and the 

Moto Valera company. These chapters are only connected to the core story of the 

novel—to the present-day Valera family and to Reno—through the materiality of tires, 

which begin with trees and sap. At first glance, these chapters might seem to have a 

didactic function. The first of these chapters, titled “It Was Milk,” reads like an exposé 

on modern capitalism but with a noticeable absence of tonal cues that would suggest 

any conclusive politics. This chapter describes T.P. Valera’s (Sandro’s grandfather) 

perverse education in the forest as he ‘learns’ to equate human beings to machinery. 

He learns to “conscript. . . nature into service” as a way to advance his business 

interests (126). This first chapter set in Brazil mirrors the insidiousness of the 

capitalist project by casting T.P. Valera’s descent into exploitation as symptomatic of 

a larger system he exists within. The second chapter set in Brazil, titled “The 

Trembling of the Leaves,” shifts perspective from T.P. Valera to the workers. Here, 

the workers grapple with their predicament, considering options such as burning “the 
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booklet,” which allegedly keeps tracks of payments owed, though the workers are 

rarely if ever paid (213). The workers lack options for real protest or rebellion, though; 

they resist direct action because they hope that they will one day be paid. Strangely, 

these brutal descriptions of exploited workers feel flat. The Flamethrowers provides 

access to a deep historical narrative that is only offered to the reader; we know Reno’s 

attempt to become rootless is futile even if she does not. These historical chapters, 

resolutely material but obscure in their affect, stand like thorny interruptions in the 

characters’ attempts to use objects—art, motorcycles—to become blank new subjects.  

Discussing “the politics” of The Flamethrowers is a difficult task. Not only in 

the two chapters set in Brazil, but also with historical sketches of revolutions and 

revolutionary groups—from the March on Rome to the Motherfuckers to the War on 

Wall Street—the novel seems to beg for analysis that accounts for revolutionary 

potential in a neoliberal moment. Lee Konstantinou discusses this in light of 

contemporary political challenges. He asserts: “in order to become something like an 

occupier, one must traverse from a state of political naivety through a phase of 

cynicism of post-modern irony, arriving finally at a state of postironic political 

commitment” (275). This delineation is apt, yet it largely overlooks Kushner’s 

depiction of “colonial exploitation in Brazil” (276). A reading of The Flamethrowers 

that concludes with a condemnation of the 1% and the unification of the 99% thus 

limits its scope to the North American present of the novel, neglecting the wider 

historical and hemispheric arc Kushner traces. It is true that Reno is politically 

galvanized, in a certain sense, over the course of the novel. But it is not difficult to see 
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the whimsical nature of her shift: her main impetus for running from Sandro is not 

revelation about exploitation or her role in the world, but because she sees Sandro 

embracing another woman. At the novel’s end, Reno is waiting in the French alps, 

ostensibly for Gianni, the Valera family mechanic who introduced Reno to his group 

of radicals, more abstractly for what might come next in broad and ill-defined ways. 

The final sentences of the novel read: “The answer is not coming. I have to find an 

arbitrary point inside the spell of waiting, the open absence, to tear myself away. 

Leave, with no answer. Move on to the next question” (383). Reno’s project of self-

renewal fails once again; her ambition to uproot herself conflicts with the vestiges of 

her past she cannot seem to shake off. At the end of the novel, she recognizes that 

clinging to newfound political allegiances offers her little in the way of a substantial 

identity.  

Reno’s failed project of self-renewal offers a painful lesson in futility; it is by 

reading Reno’s story alongside the narrative of the production of tires that qualifies us 

to understand her complicity in systems she cannot fully recognize. Reno is, of course, 

driving a motorcycle built from the exploitive system of capitalism as she tries to wash 

away her roots. By and large, Reno is not an emotive character—her flatness does not 

erase affect, though. Instead, we are primed to look for it in other places. The tires, the 

trees, and the sap extracted from the trees hardly provide us with a clear and 

conclusive understanding of Reno and who she is, though. But they do describe how 

the interconnectivity of exploitation and consumption obfuscates any real sense of 

freedom or newness, thereby leaving readers with complicity that is registered by 
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material traces, sometimes forgotten but never erased. This is the difficult lesson The 

Flamethrowers imparts. But, to look closely again at the final sentences of the novel, 

we might consider Reno’s capitulation as recognition. She has not yet figured out how 

to live in harmony with a world whose troubling histories influence her future, but she 

is nevertheless coming to terms with the reality of inescapable roots. The persistence 

of these roots is illustrated most clearly by Kushner’s object world that rejects the 

fantasy of personal renewal. Without a pat conclusion, readers are instead left with 

affect or political feeling; as privileged observers, we are culpable and complicit as we 

face the damning systems and structures that have brought about the contemporary 

world.  

Kushner’s novel conveys how the representation of networked and 

interconnected objects lays bare complex historical relationships between people and 

things. Through these depictions, political feeling comes to the fore; in Reno’s case, 

these are feelings of frustration, anxiety, and powerlessness. And yet, at the end of the 

novel, she has no choice but to forge ahead without the answers she seeks throughout 

the narrative, without certainty. Kushner’s novel thus offers us a prescient lesson—

taught through objects-in-process and through affect—about how we ourselves might 

proceed without certainty.  
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