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        THE POSTMODERN CONDITION IN DON DELILLO’S FICTION:  

                                    WHITE NOISE AND PLAYERS 

                                                Coşkun Liktor 
 

                                                  ÖZ 
Bu çalışmanın amacı Don DeLillo’nun White Noise (Beyaz Gürültü) ve Players 

(Oyuncular) adlı romanlarını postmodern teoriler ışığında incelemektir. Bu 

incelemede temel alınan teoriler, büyük anlatıların çöküşü, gerçekliğin yok oluşu, 

öznenin ölümü, tüketim toplumunun yükselişi, teknoloji ve medyanın giderek artan 

hakimiyeti gibi postmodern sosyokültürel durumun belli başlı unsurlarını irdeleyen 

Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard ve Fredric Jameson’ın yaklaşımları ile 

sınırlandırılmıştır. Bu çalışma, çağdaş Amerikan romanının ustalarından Don 

DeLillo’nun günümüzde hüküm sürmekte olan postmodern duruma dair ne denli 

keskin bir kavrayışa sahip olduğunu ve teknolojik açıdan gelişmiş, medya tarafından 

kuşatılmış tüketim toplumunda yaşayan insanların açmazları, korkuları ve 

sıkıntılarına dair ne denli yerinde içgörüler sunduğunu göstermeyi hedeflemektedir. 

Postmodernizm üzerine yapılan teorik çözümlemelere denk düşecek şekilde Don 

DeLillo eserlerinde din, bilim ve us da dahil olmak üzere her türlü dayanaktan 

yoksun kalan bireyin şaşkınlık içinde bocaladığı, tüketim çılgınlığı, teknoloji ve kitle 

iletişim araçlarının tahakkümü altında olan bir dünya tasvir etmektedir. Bu çalışma 

ilkin Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard ve Fredric Jameson’ın kilit fikirleri ve 

saptamalarını ortaya koyduktan sonra Don DeLillo’nun White Noise ve Players 

romanlarına odaklanarak günümüz dünyasının DeLillo’nun romanlarındaki 

izdüşümü ile Baudrillard, Lyotard ve Jameson’ın dile getirdiği postmodern durumun 

belli başlı unsurları arasındaki çarpıcı benzerlikleri açığa çıkarmayı amaçlamaktadır. 

 

                                                    ABSTRACT 
The aim of this dissertation is to analyse Don DeLillo’s novels White Noise and 

Players through the lens of the theories of the postmodern, specifically those of Jean 

Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, who delineate such key 

features of the current postmodern sociocultural condition as the collapse of the 

grand narratives, the loss of the real, the dissolution of the human subject, the 

predominance of consumerism, technology and the mass media. The present study is 

an attempt to demonstrate that Don DeLillo, who is one of the masters of 

contemporary American fiction, has a particularly keen awareness of the prevailing 

postmodern condition and provides penetrating insights into the predicaments, fears 

and tribulations of people who struggle to survive in the technologically advanced, 

media-saturated consumer society. In a way that is congruent with the theoretical 

writings on the postmodern, Don DeLillo depicts a world dominated by 

consumerism, technology and the mass media where the disoriented individual is 

deprived of all stable points of reference such as religion, science or reason which 

can no longer offer any order or meaning in the postmodern age. After identifying 

the central positions and insights of Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and 

Fredric Jameson, the present study  focuses on Don DeLillo’s novels White Noise 

and Players with the aim of elucidating the ways in which the vision of the 

contemporary world presented by DeLillo bears a striking resemblance to the various 

aspects of the postmodern condition articulated by the aforementioned theorists.  
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                                                           PREFACE 

 

         The prevailing view among theorists of postmodernism is that the vast social, 

economic, technological, philosophical and cultural developments which have taken 

place throughout the second half of the twentieth century have given rise to immense 

transformations in all areas of life which constitute what is generally referred to as 

‘the postmodern condition.’ Not surprisingly, the manifold aspects of the postmodern 

condition and its impact on human beings’ experience of reality and mode of being 

have preoccupied not only theorists but also writers of fiction. Don DeLillo occupies 

a distinguished place among those contemporary writers who have risen to the 

challenge of diagnosing the symptoms of the current postmodern sociocultural 

condition and its debilitating effect on the individual: On the whole, DeLillo’s novels 

portray a world which is increasingly divorced from the real, dominated by the mass 

media, immersed in consumerism and inhabited by characters who are less like 

autonomous individuals with a unique identity than hollow figures emptied of 

substance, helpless in the face of the disorienting uncertainties of postmodern life 

and stupefied by overexposure to a superabundance of information and images. The 

main contention of this study is that there exist significant parallels between 

DeLillo’s anatomy of the contemporary American society and the theoretical 

writings of three key theorists of postmodernism, namely Jean Baudrillard, Jean-

François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, which, in turn, bears witness to the fact that  

DeLillo is not only a successful fiction writer but also an equally successful cultural 

critic. 

         I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Ayşe Erbora for kindly consenting to be my 

advisor as well as for all the help and support she has provided during my 

undergraduate and graduate studies. I would like to extend my thanks to the members 

of the dissertation committee and the Department of American Culture and Literature 

at Istanbul University. I would also like to acknowledge the faculty of the 

Department of American Culture and Literature at Haliç University, namely Assist. 

Prof. Dr. Çiler Özbayrak, Assist. Prof. Dr. Sırma Soran Gumpert, Assist. Prof. Dr. 
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Gamze Sabancı, Assist. Prof. Dr. Gordon Marshall and Burcu Gürkan for their 

support during my undergraduate studies.  

         I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude and indebtedness to my father 

Mustafa Liktor and my mother Melek Liktor, without whose ongoing support and 

encouragement nothing would have been possible. My special recognition goes out 

to my wife Pınar Liktor, not only for bearing with me throughout the writing process, 

but also for discussing ideas with me with great insight and critical awareness and 

thus providing authentic advice and inspiration during the research and composition 

of this dissertation. 
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                                                  INTRODUCTION 

 

         When Jean-François Lyotard’s seminal work The Postmodern Condition (orig. 

La Condition postmoderne) was published in France in 1979, the concept of 

postmodernism was already a fashionable theme that had been the subject of heated 

debates in cultural and intellectual circles, involving ongoing controversies as to 

whether it was a historical period or an attitude, or whether it should be conceived of 

as a continuation of or a break with modernism. While some theorists, such as Jean 

Baudrillard, regarded postmodernism as a radical rupture
1
 that marked the beginning 

of a novel era, others like Marshall Berman, Anthony Giddens and Matei Calinescu 

viewed postmodernism as a particular phase, or, as Calinescu put it, a ‘face’ of 

modernism.
2
 A number of theorists, such as Fredric Jameson and David Harvey, took 

a more ambivalent stance, arguing that there were both important differences and 

significant continuities between the two.
3
 Others still, for instance Jean-François 

Lyotard, rejected all attempts at historical periodization and viewed modernism and 

postmodernism “as engaged in a long-running relationship with one another”, with 

the latter “continually pointing out the limitations of” the former (Ritzer, 1997: 8). 

As opposed to those, like Lyotard, who welcomed postmodernism as a desired 

response to the crisis of modernism which, they believed, had resulted in an impasse; 

defenders of modernism like Jürgen Habermas insisted that modernism had not yet 

exhausted its liberatory impulse and still had unfulfilled potential despite the claims 

to the contrary.
4
 On the whole, the social and cultural theorists as well as literary 

                                                 
1
 Generally, such theorists as Jean Baudrillard, who view postmodernism as a radical rupture in 

history, are classified as “extreme postmodernist[s]” (Ritzer, 1997: 7). 
2
 In his book All That is Solid Melts into Air (1982), the American cultural theorist Marshall Berman 

describes the current age as the third phase in the history of modernity rather than a new historical era 

called postmodernity, and the British sociologist Anthony Giddens adopts the term late modernity 

instead of postmodernity to emphasize the continuity between the current society and the preceding 

one (See Giddens’s book The Consequences of Modernity [1990]). In his book Five Faces of 

Modernity (1987), the Romanian literary critic Matei Calinescu identifies postmodernism as a face of 

modernity along with avant-garde, decadence and kitsch. 
3
 Such theorists as Fredric Jameson and David Harvey are classified as the proponents of a “more 

moderate position” (Ritzer, 1997: 7) on postmodernism as opposed to extreme postmodernists like 

Jean Baudrillard. 
4
 One of the most heated debates on postmodernism was conducted between Jean-François Lyotard 

and Jürgen Habermas – or rather the followers of Habermas since “Habermas did not address 

Lyotard” directly (Best and Kellner, 1991: 255f) – in the 1980s, with the former celebrating 

postmodernist positions with regard to philosophy, science, politics and denouncing the grand 
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critics involved in debates on postmodernism tended to adopt one of the two 

approaches: On the one hand were the advocates of postmodernism (Jean-François 

Lyotard, Richard Rorty, Ihab Hassan, etc.) who embraced the possibilities offered by 

postmodernism and celebrated its liberating features that provided release from 

modern ideologies, styles and practises which they believed to have become 

oppressive, limiting or exhausted. On the other hand were the critics of 

postmodernism (Fredric Jameson, Terry Eagleton, Jürgen Habermas, etc.) who 

regarded postmodernism in a predominantly negative light and laid emphasis on the 

detrimental implications of ‘the postmodern turn,’
5
 which, they presumed, would 

lead to a political and philosophical dead end. What the advocates and critics of 

postmodernism to a great extent agreed on, however, was the actuality of the 

postmodern turn itself; in other words, on the whole, there was the shared sense that, 

be it for the better or worse, a dramatic shift had occured in the trajectory of the 

Western civilization some time during the period following the Second World War, 

and the term postmodernism was used to denote this changing mood of the times: 

“The word postmodernism is in current use on the American continent among 

sociologists and critics,” Jean-François Lyotard points out in the introduction to The 

Postmodern Condition, “it designates the state of our culture  following the 

transformations which, since the end of the nineteenth century, have altered the game 

rules for science, literature and the arts” (Lyotard, 1997: xxiii).  

         The prevailing view among theorists is that postmodernism involves a 

conceptual shift which is characterized by the critique of modernism and the ideals of 

the Enlightenment such as reason, objective truth, humanism, autonomous human 

subject, progress and human emancipation. The key feature of postmodernism can be 

identified as the repudiation of the project of modernity, which is “perceived as 

positivistic, technocratic and rationalistic” and associated with “the belief in linear 

progress, absolute truths, the rational planning of ideal social orders and the 

                                                                                                                                          
narratives of modernity, and the latter criticizing postmodern theory for its wholesale rejection of 

reason and the heritage of modernism. 
5
 The Postmodern Turn is also the title of a book by Steven Best and Douglas Kellner as well as that 

of a collection of essays by Ihab Hassan. Moreover, a collection of essays on postmodernism by 

Fredric Jameson was published under the title The Cultural Turn. Such titles bear witness to the fact 

that postmodernism tends to be conceptualized as a ‘turn’, that is a radical paradigm shift in Western 

culture. 
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standardisation of knowledge and production.” (Sarup, 2002: 94) Postmodernism has 

launched an attack on grand narratives, universal structures, totalizing discourses - 

such as those offered by the philosophical projects of Descartes, Kant, Hegel or the 

social theory of Marx - which claim to furnish an overarching paradigm for 

comprehending all human experience and the world in its entirety. As opposed to the 

discourses of modernism that aspire to universality, objectivity, rationality, truth, 

meaning and causality; the discourses of postmodernism emphasize relativity, 

heterogeneity, plurality, difference, indeterminacy, incommensurability and 

contingency.  

 

                        More  specifically,  postmodern  theory  provides  a critique  of representation  

                        and   the    modern  belief     that   theory    mirrors   reality,    taking    instead      

                        ‘perspectivist’  and  ‘relativist’ positions  that  theories at  best provide  partial  

                        perspectives  on  their  objects,  and  that  all  cognitive  representations of the  

                        world are historically and  linguistically  mediated. Some  postmodern  theory 

                        accordingly  rejects  the  totalizing  macroperspectives  on  society and history 

                        favoured  by  modern   theory  in  favour  of  microtheory   and  micropolitics.  

                        Postmodern  theory  also rejects  modern assumptions of social coherence and  

                        notions  of causality  in  favour  of   multiplicity,  plurality, fragmentation and 

                        indeterminacy.  In  addition,  postmodern  theory  abandons   the  rational  and 

                        unified subject postulated  by much  modern theory in favour of a socially and 

                        linguistically decentered and fragmented subject. (Best and Kellner, 1991: 4) 

 

 

         A great many thinkers, social and cultural theorists, literary critics, whom, 

among others, include Michel Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, Jean Baudrillard, 

Jean-François Lyotard, Fredric Jameson, Zygmunt Bauman, Jacques Derrida, Luce 

Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Ihab Hassan, Linda Hutcheon, etc., have contributed to the 

development of postmodern theory by providing their own particular angles on the 

topic.
6
 Needless to say, just as there is no single dominant theoretician of 

postmodernism, there is no monolithic postmodern theory, but rather a broad array of 

                                                 
6
 Some of the theorists listed here, such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Julia Kristeva, are, 

as a general rule, classified as poststructuralist rather than postmodernist, which, however, does not 

rule out the fact that they have contributed to the development of postmodern theory. There are both  

major similarities and differences between poststructuralism and postmodernism, and “we can note 

here that one way in which postmodernism is indeed ‘poststructuralist’ is because in problematizing 

the question of ‘the real’ it signals that it comes after structuralism, the implications of which also 

triggered poststructuralist theory” (Nicol, 2009: 6). However, “it is important not to overplay the link 

between postmodernism and poststructuralism as some do and regard them as being ‘really’ the same” 

(Nicol, loc. cit.). 
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postmodernist positions which are, more often than not, at odds with each other. 

Nevertheless, there are certain common themes that run through different versions of 

postmodern theory, which can be formulated as a series of ‘ends’, such as the end of 

man, the end of the real, the end of the search for a universal ground of knowledge.
7
 

First of all, postmodern theory challenges “the concept of the self as a unified and 

rational whole” (Waugh, 2001: 294) and rejects the notion of the autonomous human 

subject which exists independently of the social and historical context, dismissing it 

as a fiction manufactured by modern theory:   

   

                      Postmodernists  frequently claim that  the autonomous rational ego of modern 

                        theory  is  disintegrating, or was a myth in  the first place, and champion more 

                        plural, decentred  and multiple forms of subjectivity. They attempt to decentre  

                        and liquidate the modern bourgeois,  humanist subject which they interpret  as  

                        a  construct of modern  discourses and institutions.  (Best  and Kellner,  1991: 

                        283) 

 

 

         Thinkers like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida have been at the forefront 

of the attempts to dissolve the human subject: While the former has analysed how 

human subjectivity is shaped by the discourses which are in circulation at a certain 

socio-historical period and which determine the way one thinks, behaves and 

perceives the world; the latter has set out to deconstruct the subject - the ‘I’ as 

expressed in Descartes’s famous dictum ‘I think; therefore I am’- by revealing it to 

be a linguistic construct, an unstable, ambiguous signifier which does not refer to a 

singular, fixed signified. Fredric Jameson is also among those theorists who speak of 

the “death of the subject, the end of the autonomous, bourgeois monad or ego or 

individual” (Jameson, 2009: 15) and who maintain that postmodern subjectivity is 

characterized by fragmentation, decentredness and schizophrenia. Furthermore, 

theories of the postmodern have the tendency to underscore ‘the loss of the real’, 

                                                 
7
 The list may be extended to include the end of history, the end of the social, the end of conventional 

politics, the end of the novel, etc. The sense of endings is one of the key features of postmodernism. In 

fact, Fredric Jameson’s seminal essay “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” 

begins in the following way: “The last few years have been marked by an inverted millenarianism in 

which premonitions of the future, catastrophic or redemptive, have been replaced by senses of the end 

of this or that (the end of ideology, art, or social class; the ‘crisis’ of Leninism, social democracy, or 

the welfare state, etc., etc.); taken together, all of these perhaps constitute what is increasingly called 

postmodernism” (Jameson, 2009: 1). 
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which indicates the growing difficulty of distinguishing between the real and its 

representation, the sign and its referrent, the copy and the original. The theorist who 

is best known for his analyses of the effacement of the boundary between the real 

and the signs of the real is Jean Baudrillard, who “has come to repudiate all models 

which distinguish between surface and depth or the apparent and the real” (Selden, 

Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 201). It is Baudrillard who has popularized the 

concepts of simulacra, simulation and hyperreality,
8
 which have influenced many of 

his contemporaries including Fredric Jameson, who also expresses doubts as to the 

possibility of having a coherent and authentic experience of reality in the postmodern 

era, which is characterized by “a new depthlessness, which finds its prolongation [...] 

in a whole new culture of the image or the simulacrum” (Jameson, 2009: 6). Another 

key feature that is associated with postmodern theory is the rejection of universal 

grounds of knowledge and the accompanying assertion that fragmented, diverse, 

multiple and heterogeneous knowledges which merely give a partial account of the 

world are the only kind of knowledge available to man. The concept of objective 

knowledge has come under attack from many theorists, including Michel Foucault, 

who has undertaken an inquiry into the relationship between power and knowledge 

with the aim of demonstrating that what passes itself off as objective knowledge is 

actually that which serves the interests of those in power and exposing “the 

repressive and permissive procedures that determine how knowledge is valued, 

applied, distributed and rejected” (Drolet, 2004: 20). One of the most fervent critics 

of objective knowledge is Jean-François Lyotard, who launches an attack on science 

and scientific knowledge with the aim of delegitimating its claims to objectivity and 

universality, celebrating, instead, the “heterogeneity of language games” (Lyotard, 

1997: xxv), which are domains of fragmented and diverse knowledges. 

Postmodernists’ efforts to undermine the epistemological foundations of Western 

thought, such as the human subject, reality and objective knowledge had a great 

impact on human beings’ experience of the world, resulting in a growing distrust in 

rationality and science, the loss of ethical absolutes, changes in the experience of 

space and time, the emergence of new ways of looking at human subjectivity, 

                                                 
8
 These concepts will be treated in detail in the following chapter. 
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identity and sexuality, all of which can be listed among the various aspects of 

postmodern sensibility. 

         Postmodernism does not merely designate a philosophical stance with regard to 

human subjectivity, reality or the problem of knowledge, but also an artistic style, a 

historical period and a form of society. It is a flexible term that has a wide range of 

applications and has been used to describe new developments in such diverse 

disciplines as literature, literary theory, art, architecture, cinema, music, history, 

politics, science, technology, sociology, social theory and so on. It is widely accepted 

that postmodernism was born out of the intersection of dramatic changes in the 

social, economic and cultural realms since 

 

                        the postmodern mood began to gather in the 1960s  when changes in western 

                          societies (the emergence of post-industrialisation, increased technologisation 

                          expanding  consumerism and ‘lifestyle  niche’  advertising [...] the growth of  

                          youth  and  sub-cultures, the global  spread of  information technology, mass  

                          media and the ‘knowledge’ industries [...]) coincided with changes in literary   

                          and   artistic   expression   (pop   art,  anti-modernism  in   architecture,  self- 

                          reflexivity  in  literature)  and  with  a  new  scepticism  towards  science and 

                          positivism in thought. (Waugh, 2001: 291)  

 

 

         A distinction is usually made between the terms ‘postmodernism’ and 

‘postmodernity’ in order to distinguish between the cultural, artistic and literary 

developments on the one hand and the socioeconomic developments on the other. 

Although the two terms are sometimes used interchangeably, it is generally held that 

the term ‘postmodernity’ is appropriate to describe the “general developments in the 

period of the later twentieth century” that have taken place “in advanced media 

societies and capitalist economies” whereas the term ‘postmodernism’ is reserved for 

“developments in culture and the arts” (Selden, Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 

198).
9
 The socioeconomic analyses of postmodernism tend to focus on the fact that 

the immense developments that have taken place throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century, such as the radical advances in technology, the internationalization 

of capital, the  rise of consumer society, the mass media, advertising industry, 

information, communication and computer technologies have ushered in a novel era 

                                                 
9
 For the sake of consistency, no such distinction will be observed through the course of this study and 

the term postmodernism will be used to designate the developments in both realms. 
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with a new socioeconomic configuration, which “has variously been called media 

society, the ‘society of the spectacle’ (Guy Debord), consumer society (or the 

‘societe de consommation’), the ‘bureaucratic society of controlled consumption’ 

(Henri Lefebvre), ‘postindustrial society’ (Daniel Bell)” (Jameson, 1997: vii), or late 

capitalist society (Ernest Mandel, Fredric Jameson). In effect, the vast socioeconomic 

transformations associated with postmodernism has had an enormous impact on all 

aspects of everyday life that has manifested itself in a myriad of ways, such as the 

proliferation of consumer goods and shopping malls which has led to the growing 

colonization of life by commodities, the commodification of all areas of life, the 

McDonaldization, Disneyization and computerization of society, the emergence of 

new forms of domination and social control, the rapid flow of information and 

images through media and communication networks which has resulted in 

information overload as well as in the multiplication of images, or simulacra, all of 

which can be subsumed under the epithet ‘the postmodern condition.’  

         The attempts, on the part of theorists, to conceptualize the enormous changes 

taking place in contemporary Western societies and to chart the novel postmodern 

territory led to the proliferation of new social theories. In the late 1970s and early 

1980s, three key figures in debates on postmodernism who are dubbed “the Holy 

Trinity of postmodern theorists” (Nicol, 2009: 184), namely Jean Baudrillard, Jean-

François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, came to the fore owing to the illuminating 

and original perspectives they provided on the social, economic, political and cultural 

dimensions of the postmodern condition. The distinctive contribution of Jean 

Baudrillard lies in his innovative sociological analyses of the function of objects and 

signs in the consumer society and the impact of the growing pervasiveness of media 

and technology, which, Baudrillard claims, marks the commencement of a world of 

simulations and the advent of the realm of hyperreality. In his early works (The 

System of Objects, The Consumer Society), Baudrillard drew on the insights of 

Marxism and semiology
10

 in order to analyse how, in advanced consumer societies, 

consumption is governed by a gigantic sign-system that is promoted by vast 

advertising networks. Abandoning his Marxist stance in his later works, Baudrillard, 

                                                 
10

 Semiology, or semiotics, are “terms given to the study of signs and sign systems” (Malpas and 

Wake, 2008: 252). 
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then, “turned his attention to a critique of technology in the era of media 

reproduction” (Selden, Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 201) and went on to develop 

his theories about simulation and hyperreality for which he is most renowned. On the 

whole, Baudrillard’s theoretical works present a pessimistic vision of the 

contemporary society which is dominated by the mass media, television, advertising 

networks and in which human beings are trapped in “this state of empty simulation” 

(Baudrillard, 2004: 275) without any chance of ever reaching the reality beyond the 

illusion. In contrast, Jean-François Lyotard, who also associates the postmodern with 

“the society of computers, information, scientific knowledge, advanced technology 

and rapid change due to new advances in science and technology” (Best and Kellner, 

1991: 166), has a more positive view of the postmodern condition. Lyotard, who 

“has emerged as the champion of difference and plurality in all theoretical realms 

and discourses” (Ibid., p. 146) identifies the principal feature of postmodernism as 

“incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotard, 1997: xxiv). According to Lyotard, 

postmodernism is characterized by the collapse of all the grand narratives of 

modernity, such as the Enlightenment ideals of human progress and emancipation, 

Marxism, liberalism, the notion of the autonomous human subject and the rationalist 

projects of philosophers like Hegel. In his influential work, The Postmodern 

Condition, which is primarily concerned with the analysis of the status of knowledge 

in the contemporary postmodern society, Lyotard attacks the notion that scientific 

knowledge, or any knowledge for that matter, has universal or timeless value and 

claims that scientific knowledge is only one among a multitude of language games. 

Fredric Jameson, on the other hand, who combines Marxist insights with postmodern 

ones, presents a neo-Marxist analysis of postmodernism, identifying it as the 

“dominant cultural logic or hegemonic norm” (Jameson, 2009: 6) of the 

contemporary stage of capitalism. Thus, for Jameson, postmodernism is inextricably 

linked to the economic and political system of late capitalism, which is the third 

stage in the evolution of capital
11

 when “the shift within advanced Western 

economies away from industrial production toward information production led to the 

collapse of an independent and critical sphere of culture” (Drolet, 2004: 32), as a 

                                                 
11

 The first two stages of capitalism are identified as “market capitalism” and “the monopoly stage or 

the stage of imperialism” (Jameson, 2009: 35). 
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result of which commodification permeated previously uncommodified areas like art, 

literature, even the unconscious. In his critique of postmodern culture, Jameson also 

draws attention to the schizophrenic nature of contemporary reality, which is 

experienced not as a coherent whole but as something overwhelming and beyond 

man’s grasp, which consequently has a disorienting effect on people’s experience of 

space and time. 

         Despite their different theoretical approaches, all three theorists are motivated 

by the same desire to comprehend and articulate the manifold aspects of the 

consumerist, computerized, over-technologized, media-saturated postmodern society 

and its impact on human beings’ experience of reality and mode of being, which are, 

as a matter of fact, the very same considerations that have preoccupied a great many 

writers of fiction, among whom Don DeLillo is a case in point. The present study is 

an attempt to demonstrate that Don DeLillo, who is one of the masters of 

contemporary American fiction, has a particularly keen awareness of the prevailing 

postmodern condition and provides penetrating insights into the predicaments, 

obsessions, fears and tribulations of people who struggle to survive in the 

increasingly high-tech, televisual consumer society. This study presents a detailed 

analysis of two of Don DeLillo’s novels, White Noise (1984) and Players (1977), 

through the lens of the theories of the postmodern, specifically those of Jean 

Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, with a view to elucidating 

the ways in which the vision of the contemporary world presented by DeLillo bears a 

striking resemblance to the various aspects of the postmodern condition articulated 

by these theorists. The first chapter provides general overviews of the basic positions 

and insights of the aforementioned theorists with particular emphasis on those 

aspects of their thought that have the greatest bearing on Don DeLillo’s novels. As a 

result, rather than presenting the full range of their intellectual enterprise, the 

overviews are necessarily selective and tend to overstress some points while 

downplaying others. The following two chapters focus on Don DeLillo’s novels 

White Noise and Players respectively, offering close readings of the works in the 

light of the theories of Baudrillard, Lyotard and Jameson outlined in the first chapter. 

It should be pointed out that White Noise and Players, which were published at a 
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time that coincided with a proliferation of theoretical writings on the postmodern
12

 

are, by no means, the only novels of Don DeLillo that embody postmodern 

sensibilities; far from it, any other DeLillo novel (Americana, Ratner’s Star, The 

Names, Libra, Mao II, Underworld) might have served the same purpose just as well. 

Nevertheless, the general consensus of opinion is that White Noise, which has won 

the greatest critical acclaim among Don DeLillo’s novels, is the very epitome of 

postmodern sensibilities and the novel that best encapsulates DeLillo’s vision of the 

current postmodern sociocultural situation. White Noise is narrated by a college 

professor called Jack Gladney who lives with his wife Babette and their children 

from earlier marriages in the fictional small town of Blacksmith, where a local 

catastrophe, ‘an airborne toxic event’, causes a perturbation in the consumerist, 

media-saturated, obsession-ridden lives of the characters. The second chapter of this 

study illustrates that White Noise, in a way that accords with the theoretical writings 

on the postmodern, probes into such aspects of the postmodern condition as the 

simulated nature of contemporary reality, the threatening power of technology, the 

fascination with consumerism, the inexorable expansion of commodification to all 

realms of life, the predominance of television and the mass media, information 

overload and people’s helplessness in face of the overwhelming fear that death 

inspires in a world devoid of stable grounds of truth and value, all of which have 

been effectively liquidated after the collapse of the grand narratives. Thus, the 

second chapter demonstrates that White Noise presents illuminating insights into 

postmodern experience through the depiction of characters who are besieged by the 

ever increasing amount of commodities and constantly bombarded with images, 

media noise and an incessant flow of information, which combine to make up the 

titular ‘white noise’
13

 of consumer culture. The third chapter focuses on Players, one 

of the earlier novels of Don DeLillo, which directly addresses issues related to the 

question of identity, encapsulating, in particular, the postmodern notion of the death 

                                                 
12

 Jean Baudrillard’s article “The Order of Simulacra” was originally published in French in 1976, his 

work Simulacra  and Simulation  in 1981, Fredric Jameson’s article “Postmodernism, or the Cultural 

Logic of Late Capitalism” in 1984, Jean-François Lyotard’s work The Postmodern Condition in 1979 

(English translation in 1984) and his article “Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism?” in 

1982 (English translation in 1983). 
13

 White noise is a technical term in communications theory signifying “an undifferentiated blending 

of visual and auditory stimuli” (Johnston, 1998: 184). 
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of the subject. Set in Wall Street, New York, which is the heart of global capital, 

Players centres on an affluent American couple, Lyle and Pammy Wynant, who 

gradually become entangled in conspiratorial and thorny relationships in their 

attempts to escape from the feelings of boredom and apathy that pervade their lives. 

The third chapter analyses the ways in which Players addresses a range of 

postmodern themes such as the end of the individual, the unstable nature of identity, 

the increasingly homogenized, affectless, depthless, fragmented and schizophrenic 

nature of postmodern subjectivity, the superficiality of human relationships, the 

spatial disorientation experienced by human beings in the age of multinational 

capitalism, the fascination with conspiracy theory and the symbolic power of 

terrorism – a theme also elaborated on by Jean Baudrillard.  

         Thus, through a comprehensive analysis of White Noise and Players, the 

present study aims to lay bare the close parallels between the insights of Don DeLillo 

and those of the postmodern theorists, thereby highlighting the distinguished place 

Don DeLillo occupies among writers of postmodern fiction. However, to avoid 

conceptual confusion, it seems imperative to stress that Don DeLillo is not a 

postmodern writer in the same sense as authors like John Barth, Donald Barthelme, 

Kurt Vonnegut, Kathy Acker, Ishmael Reed or Robert Coover, who embrace 

postmodern narrative techniques such as self-reflexivity, metafiction, intertextuality, 

collage, pastiche, playfulness, literary experimentation and, in the cases of Vonnegut 

and Acker, the incorporation of drawings and the use of profanities. In other words,  

 

                      we should say that an obvious element  dividing DeLillo’s postmodern works 

                        from  [those of  the aforementioned writers]  is  [their]  fairly  straightforward  

                        narrative.  [They] contain  almost  none of the  experimental elements seen  in 

                        Acker  and Reed  [or  the others].  But, we can still  consider DeLillo’s novels  

                        postmodernist. Or to introduce some precision, we might say his novels speak 

                        about  individuals  living  within   postmodern  culture,  which  is  to  say  that  

                        disconcerting   economic   and   cultural   condition   of   late   capitalism.  His  

                        characters  –  like  many of  his contemporary  western  readers  –  experience 

                        living in a culture driven by mass produced images and products. [...]  [So, we 

                        can]  classify DeLillo’s  novels  as  postmodern if by that we mean [...]  works 

                        which  represent  and  reflect  upon  postmodern  culture  and  the postmodern 

                        condition. (Ebbesen, 2006: 114) 
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         As explained above, DeLillo’s novels “can better be considered postmodern in 

the thematic sense” (Douglas, 2002: 104) since they present “an anatomy of 

contemporary American life [...] probing some of the innermost hideaways of the 

postmodern condition” (Engles and Duvall, 2006: 1). Therefore, what makes Don 

DeLillo a distinctly postmodern writer is not his form and technique, but the content 

of his works which embody the social and cultural climate of the postmodern age. 

Hence, literary postmodernism as practised by such writers as John Barth, Donald 

Barthelme and Kurt Vonnegut and expounded by such critics as Ihab Hassan, 

Raymond Federman and Linda Hutcheon
14

 lies outside the bounds of this study, 

which is concerned exclusively with the analysis of the social, economic, cultural 

and philosophical aspects of the postmodern condition as manifested in Don 

DeLillo’s fiction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                              

                                                 
14

 For theoretical discussions of literary postmodernism, see The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward 

a Postmodern Literature (1971) by Ihab Hassan, Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow (1975) edited 

by Raymond Federman and A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988) by Linda 

Hutcheon.  
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                                              CHAPTER 1 

 

                    THE POSTMODERN CONDITION:  

                     THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

1. 1. Jean Baudrillard 

 

         Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007) is one of the foremost theorists of 

postmodernism whose influential and often controversial works have received 

worldwide acclaim as well as rigorous criticism. Baudrillard has been charged with 

being “a critical terrorist, a nihilist and a critic whose ideas are shallow and 

inaccurate” (Lane, 2009: 1), even downright silly
1
 by some, while he has been hailed 

as “the visionary prophet of postmodernity” (Kellner, 1989: 123) by others. Born in 

Reims, a city in northeastern France, Baudrillard began teaching sociology in 1966 at 

the University of Paris-X Nanterre (one of the key settings of the student uprisings of 

May 1968)
2
, where he worked until 1987. Although Baudrillard started his career as 

a Marxist critic situated on the radical left, in time, his radicalism waned, gradually 

giving way to a pervasive pessimism accompanied by open contempt for political 

activism, which was generally interpreted as a turn to the political right, though some 

critics have pointed out that Baudrillard “is best read as ‘transpolitical’ and difficult 

to categorize in terms of traditional political models”
3
 (Kellner, 1989: 198). From the 

mid-1970s on, Baudrillard increasingly embraced postmodern modes of thought to 

the extent that, unlike Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, he came to adopt 

                                                 
1
 The British critic Christopher Norris deems Baudrillard the “purveyor of some of the silliest ideas 

yet to gain a hearing among disciples of French intellectual fashion” (Norris qtd. in Lane, 2009: 129) 

while Douglas Kellner alternately calls Baudrillard a “sign fetishist obsessed with signs” (Kellner, 

1989: 193) and an “apolitical cynic” who belongs to the “neo-Nietzschean aristocratic aesthetic” 

tradition (Ibid., p. 216, 199). 
2
 The May 1968 protests led to a general strike that brought the French economy to a halt, and many 

radicals at the time thought that revolution was in sight, but, before long, the protests abated. The 

failure of the May 1968 protests themselves as well as the French Communist Party’s hostile attitude 

to the protests can be deemed responsible for the widespread disillusionment with Marxism among 

radical French intellectuals at the time. 
3
 Baudrillard himself declares that we are in the era of the ‘transpolitical’ in which traditional political 

categories like left and right are obsolete and there are no longer any grounds for meaningful political 

action. 
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an extreme postmodernist position by conceptualizing postmodernism as a dramatic 

rupture in history that signifies the commencement of “a new era of simulation in 

which social reproduction (information processing, communication, knowledge 

industries) replaces production as the organizing principle of society” (Kellner, 2002: 

51 ). Baudrillard is a problematical figure in that he “has a contradictory position as 

critic and defender of postmodernism” (Lane, 2009: 125); nevertheless, due to the 

pessimistic and apocalyptic discourse that he adopts, he is usually said to rank among 

the critics rather than the defenders. 

         In his first three works, namely The System of Objects (1968/1997), The 

Consumer Society (1970/1998) and For a Critique of the Political Economy of the 

Sign (1972/1981), which were written before his decisive break with Marxism, 

Baudrillard blends Marxist critique with semiology
4
 in an attempt to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the issue of mass consumption and the status of objects in 

advanced consumer societies. In these early works, Baudrillard focuses his attention 

on exploring the social logic of consumption and probing into the ways in which 

people relate to objects in a world where the rapid proliferation of consumer goods 

has led to the growing colonization of social life by commodities: 

 

                        There  is  all   around  us  today   a   kind  of   fantastic   conspicuousness  of                        

                          consumption and abundance, constituted by the multiplication of objects and     

                          material goods [...]  the humans of the age of affluence are surrounded not so  

                          much  by  other  human  beings as  they  were  in  all  previous  ages,  but by 

                          objects.  Their daily dealings are now not so much with their fellow men, but 

                          rather – on a rising statistical curve  – with the reception and manipulation of 

                          goods and messages. (Baudrillard, 1998: 25) 

 

 

         Baudrillard’s basic concern is to elucidate the processes whereby objects have 

gained ascendancy over and come to dominate the subject who “faces a world of 

objects which attract, fascinate and sometimes control [his or her] perception, 

thought and behavior” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 113). What is innovative about 

Baudrillard’s analysis is that he “interprets the consumer society as a system of 

                                                 
4
 Semiology, or semiotics, is the application of structuralist insights derived from the work of the 

French structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure to the analysis of social phenomena; in other words, 

it is the study of “the life of signs in society” (Kellner, 1989: 3). The French critic Roland Barthes was 

one of the first social theorists to undertake semiological analyses of popular culture, advertising, 

sports, fashion, mass media, etc. in such works as Mythologies (1957/1972). 
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signs” (Kellner, 1989: 14), like a kind of language whose meaning-structure can be 

deciphered by means of a semiological method. Baudrillard’s critical method rests on 

the contention that consumer objects can be interpreted as signs, each endowed with 

specific ‘sign values’, or social meanings, such as status, prestige, fashion, etc., that 

serve to differentiate one object from another.
5
 In other words, 

 

                        Baudrillard  sees  the entire  society  as organized  around  consumption  and 

                          display of commodities through which individuals gain prestige, identity and 

                          standing.  In this system, the more prestigious one’s commodities  –  houses,  

                          cars, clothes and so on – the higher one’s standing in the realm of sign value. 

                          [...]   Sign    values   are   generated  through   hierarchical   ordering   among  

                          commodities  in which,  for  instance certain types of cars or perfumes attain 

                          varying  prestige  through  signifying  the  rank, social position  and status of  

                          their owners or consumers. (Kellner, 1989: 21-22)   
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

         Baudrillard’s theory of sign values draws on a wide array of Marxian concepts 

like ‘commodity fetishism’, ‘reification’ and ‘conspicuous consumption’,
6
 all of 

which describe the processes by which objects become fetishized, endowed with 

abstract, artificial values and are desired for the display of prestige rather than actual 

use. So, in Baudrillard’s analysis, the object is not consumed because it serves some 

utilitarian purpose or satisfies certain needs, but because it “serves us, our dreams 

and desires” so that “the object operates in the imaginary rather than the real” (Lane, 

2009: 31). In effect, what is consumed is not the object as such, but rather the sign 

value embodied in the object, or as Baudrillard puts it in The Consumer Society, “you 

never consume the object in itself (in its use-value), you are always manipulating 

objects (in the broadest sense) as signs which distinguish you” from others 

(Baudrillard, 1998: 61). Since “all individuals are described in terms of their objects” 

                                                 
5
 Thus in addition to the Marxian concepts of ‘use value’, which “is defined by the use and enjoyment 

of a commodity in everyday life”, and ‘exchange value’, which “is defined by its worth in the 

marketplace” (Kellner, 1989: 22), Baudrillard postulates the concept of sign value. In Baudrillard’s 

analysis, “the object is even more radically detached from use or need, even more radically alienated” 

(West, 2004: 202).  
6
 The first references to the fetishism of commodities were made by Marx in Capital Volume I (1867/ 

1887). The phrase ‘conspicuous consumption’ was coined by Thorstein Veblen in his work The 

Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). The concept of ‘reification’ “in which objects come to dominate 

subjects, thereby robbing them of their human qualities” (Kellner, 1989: 18) was developed by Georg 

Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness (1923/1972). For a detailed discussion of the concept, see 

Timothy Bewes’s book Reification (2002). 
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(Baudrillard, 2001b: 23), it naturally follows that consumption of objects plays a 

fundamental role in the construction of identity – hence Baudrillard’s claim that 

“people actualize themselves in consumption” (Ibid., p. 15). Baudrillard’s analyses 

bear witness to the fact that, in the contemporary consumer society, 

commodification
7
 has been extended to literally all areas of life; in other words, “we 

are at the point where consumption is laying hold of the whole of life” (Baudrillard, 

1998: 29) so that practically anything, “every desire, plan, need, every passion and 

relation is abstracted or materialized as sign and as object to be purchased and 

consumed” (Baudrillard, 2001b: 26). 

         Consequently, for Baudrillard, “the primary function of consumer objects is 

their sign function which is promoted by so-called life-style advertisements, 

television commercials and so on which persuade us to invest in them” (Bertens, 

1996: 146). Hence, consumption in advanced consumer societies is governed by a 

gigantic sign system that is promoted by vast advertising networks, the mass media 

and the fashion industry, which are all “designed to produce willing and pliable 

consumers” (West, 2004: 202). In brief, Baudrillard contends that  

 

                        consumer  objects  have  their   effect  in   structuring   behavior   through   a                            

                          linguistic  sign  function.  Advertising  codes  products through  symbols that 

                          differentiate them  from other products. The  object  has  its effect when it  is                      

                          consumed  by transferring  its meaning to the individual consumer. A play of     

                          signs  orders society  while providing the individual with an illusory sense of  

                          freedom. (Poster, 2001: 2) 

 

 

         In the consumer society, the only freedom people are entitled to is the ‘illusory’ 

freedom of consumer choice – i. e. the freedom to prefer one consumer product to 

another –  due to the fact that consumption functions as a mode of social domination 

which “homogenizes, controls and dominates social life while robbing individuals of 

their freedom” (Kellner, 1989: 18). Thus, in the last analysis, Baudrillard views 

consumption not as a pleasure that people indulge in of their own accord, but as a 

                                                 
7
 A Marxian term, commodification designates the transformation of a non-commodity into a 

commodity. “In a totally commodified society, everything is a commodity that can be bought and 

sold” (Kellner, 1989: 18). 
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constraining, coercive structure imposed on them from above which aims at “total 

organization of daily life, total homogenization”
8
 (Baudrillard, 1998: 29): 

 

                        For  Baudrillard,  consumption  is   not ,  contrary  to  conventional  wisdom,  

                          something   that  individuals  do  and  through  which  they  find  enjoyment,  

                          satisfaction  and  fulfilment.  Rather, consumption  is  a  structure  [...] that is  

                          external to and  coercive  over individuals  [...]  It is a coded system of signs.  

                          Individuals are coerced into using that system. (Ritzer, 1998: 15) 

 

 

         In Baudrillard’s theory, the social logic of consumption is based on a ‘code of 

signs’, a totalitarian, tyrannical and repressive code whose “function is to ‘codify’ 

reality according to the ‘law of value’” (Nicol, 2009: 5) and from which no one can 

escape, for “all practises, signs are controlled by and absorbed into the almighty 

code” (Kellner, 1989: 47). Despite the fact that he never clearly defines what he 

means by the code,
9
 and that the word seems to gain different shades of meaning in 

his later works, apparently Baudrillard is implying that “just as our cells contain 

genetic code, DNA, so, too, society contains codes and models of social organization 

and control which structure social life” (Ibid., p. 80). Thus, on the whole, Baudrillard 

presents a dystopic vision of contemporary consumer society in which human beings 

are not autonomous individuals in control of their lives, but rather “the helpless 

victims of a technological determinism that through its unassailable code, serves the 

interests of a hyperreal, meaningless capitalist order” (Bertens, 1996: 156). 

         Baudrillard’s growing belief in the profound significance of consumption, 

codes and signs eventually resulted in his break with Marxism, which he deemed 

inadequate for conceptualizing the new social developments. In The Mirror of 

Production (1973/1975), Baudrillard directed harsh critiques at Marxism on the 

grounds that it was not a radical enough theory, propounding, instead, his own 

radical negation of the capitalist system, ‘symbolic exchange’, to which he had 

                                                 
8
 In this respect, Baudrillard’s analysis of the consumer society is analogous to both Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s theory of the culture industry and Herbert Marcuse’s theory of one-dimensional society 

except that in comparison to the Frankfurt School theorists, Baudrillard presents a more pessimistic 

vision “which leaves no exits” (Bertens, 1996: 155).  For more information on the culture industry, 

see Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/1972), on one-

dimensionality, see Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man (1964). 
9
 Douglas Kellner notes that the code is “never defined, but always hegemonic and totalitarian in 

Baudrillard’s theory” (Kellner, 1989:50). 
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already referred in his previous works. A concept derived from the works of the 

French sociologists Marcel Mauss and Georges Bataille,
10

 symbolic exchange 

denotes “symbolic and cultural activities which do not contribute to capitalist 

production and accumulation [...] like gratuitous gift-giving, festivities, destruction, 

sacrifice and waste” (Kellner, 1989: 44-45); in short, any form of anti-utilitarian, 

unproductive activity. In fact, Baudrillard’s writings from this period seem to be 

permeated with “a nostalgia for the ‘primitive’, the pre-capitalist” (Kellner, loc. cit.) 

societies where symbolic exchange was the major principle governing all activities, 

thus where interpersonal relations were authentic and spontaneous rather than 

determined by material gain or mediated by the code of sign value. Another major 

difference between the so-called primitive and advanced societies pointed out by 

Baudrillard in his work Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976/1998) concerns their 

respective attitudes to death. While ‘primitive’ societies “incorporate death into their 

lives” (Kellner, 1989: 127), in the form of rituals, invocations to the spirits of the 

dead and so on, ‘civilized’ Western societies, which are based on binary oppositions, 

strive to banish death from their sight, “yet this exclusion of death from normality 

means that it haunts us all the more powerfully”; as a matter of fact, “repressing 

death ensures that our lives will be haunted by a fear of death and the obsession with 

a desire for immortality” (Ibid., p. 103). 

         In his books published after the second half of the 1970s, including Symbolic 

Exchange and Death, In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities (1978/1983), Simulacra 

and Simulation (1981/1994), Baudrillard is not so much interested in the analysis of 

material objects as in the repercussions of new technologies such as “[electronic] 

media, cybernetic
11

 models, computers, information processing, entertainment and 

knowledge industries and so forth” (Kellner, 1989: 61). The profound impact of 

these new technologies on society leads Baudrillard to the conclusion that we have 

entered a new postmodern era
12

 characterized by the transition from “a metallurgic 

                                                 
10

 The two main influences on Baudrillard were Marcel Mauss’s book The Gift (1925/1954) and 

Georges Bataille’s article “The Notion of Expenditure” (1933), which was first published in English 

in a collection of Bataille’s selected writings under the title Visions of Excess in 1985. 
11

 Cybernetics is the scientific study of the way in which information is moved and controlled in 

machines, the brain and the nervous system. (From Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English). 
12

 In fact, Baudrillard “did not adopt the term postmodernity until the 1980s” (Kellner, 1989: 94) and 

“has actually used the term postmodern only sparingly” (Ward, 2003: 64). 
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into a semiurgic society” (Kellner, 1989: 76); in other words, from an industrial 

society to one in which ‘semiurgy’
13

, that is the production of signs, has replaced the 

production of objects as the chief basis of the social order. As Baudrillard 

increasingly “interpret[s] contemporary society as [...] the product of an always 

proliferating semiurgy [...] which came to fascinate and dominate individuals caught 

up in the thrall of” (Ibid., p. 187) a continuous play of signs, images and spectacles,
14

 

the concepts of ‘simulacra’, ‘simulation’ and ‘hyperreality’
15

 begin to take centre 

stage in his writings. According to Baudrillard, the postmodern age, which is marked 

by the predominance of the mass media, information, communication and advertising 

networks, is characterized by simulation, whereby signs or representations of reality 

become indistinguishable from reality itself, resulting in the eventual loss of the real. 

Although “dictionaries link simulation to the fake, the counterfeit, the inauthentic” 

(Ward, 2003: 65) as opposed to that which is authentic, in Baudrillardian 

terminology, simulation does not signify the imitation of a pre-existing real, since, 

for Baudrillard, the connection between simulation and reality 

 

                        has long since snapped,  so that  simulation can no longer be taken  as  either  

                          an   imitation  or  distortion   of   reality,  or  as  a  copy  of   an  original.   In 

                          Baudrillard’s  dizzying  cosmos  there  is  no  firm,  pure  reality  left  against  

                          which we can measure the truth or falsity of a representation,  and  electronic 

                                                 
13

 A French word that came into use in the 1970s, semiurgy refers to one of the main characteristics of 

postmodern society, namely the proliferation of signs. 
14

 On the surface at least, Baudrillard’s analysis of signs, images and spectacles may seem analogous 

to Guy Debord’s analysis of the advanced consumer society as ‘the society of the spectacle’, which 

was actually a major influence on Baudrillard. In his book The Society of the Spectacle (1967/1970) 

Debord claims that “the whole life of those societies in which modern conditions of production prevail 

presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles” (Debord, 2006: 12). It was Debord who first 

“attacked the new culture of the image, spectacle, and commodities for their stultifying and pacifying 

effects” (Best and Kellner, 1991:17). For Debord, the spectacle encompasses all the diverse guises in 

which the ruling ideology appears to the individual and it is possible for people to transcend the 

spectacle and “see through the illusion” (Best and Kellner, 1997: 92). Baudrillard’s analysis, however, 

differs from Debord’s in that he takes Debord’s analysis one step further by claiming that “there is no 

real to be discovered behind the illusion” (Ibid., p. 100). 
15

 A note on the distinction between the three terms: Simulacra (the plural of simulacrum), are, in the 

broadest sense, reproductions of objects and events. Simulation designates the act of imitating, or 

simulating, some real event or process whereas hyperreality refers to the condition in which 

simulations become indistinguishable from, or even more real than reality. Simulation and simulacra 

“are not new ideas; they are traceable to Plato, among others” (Ritzer, 1997: 95f), particularly to 

Plato’s theory of Forms, according to which philosophically unenlightened people cannot see the real 

world, that is the world of Forms, or ideal realities, which can only be conceived with the intellect, 

and, like people in a cave, they mistake the shadows on the wall of the cave (in a sense, simulations) 

for reality. Baudrillard’s theory of simulation seems like an inverted version of Plato’s theory. 
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                          reproduction  has gone so far that the notion of  originality is (or ought to be) 

                          irrelevant. (Ward, 2003: 65) 

 

 

         As Baudrillard puts it, simulation is not “a question of imitation, nor 

duplication”, rather “it is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the real” 

(Baudrillard, 2010: 2). In the postmodern age, computer-generated images, “media 

simulations of reality, Disneyland and amusement parks, malls and consumer 

fantasylands, TV sports” (Kellner, 2002: 53), all of which belong to the realm of 

hyperreality, give rise to experiences that are even more real and engaging than 

reality itself, which results in the gradual effacement of the boundary between 

simulation and the real. So, the crux of Baudrillard’s theory is that 

 

                        the  difference between the real and the images, signs and  simulations of the  

                          real has dissolved. This leads to the creation of what  Baudrillard refers to as  

                          simulacra  –  reproductions  or  simulations  of  the  real that are  difficult  or  

                          impossible to distinguish from the real. The result is the emergence  of  what  

                          he refers to as  hyperreality.  The term is meant to imply something that is at  

                          once not real and more real than real. (Kivisto, 1998: 142) 

 

 

         Hence, Baudrillard’s argument centres on the claim that the reign of 

simulations and hyperreality has brought about “the collapse of any distinction 

between true and false, real and imaginary” (Callinicos, 1992: 86), thus giving rise to 

“a strange new world constructed out of models or simulacra which have no referrent 

or ground in any reality except their own” (Poster, 2001: 6). Simulations “undermine 

any contrast to the real, absorbing the real within itself” so that what we have got left 

is “only a hyperreality, a world of self-referential signs” (Poster, loc. cit.). 

Baudrillard expounds his theory of simulation in his famous article “The Precession 

of Simulacra,” where he offers several examples to elucidate the concept of 

simulation, one of which concerns the case where one displays the symptoms of a 

particular illness, a psychosomatic or psychological illness to be exact, and there is 

absolutely no way of telling whether the symptoms are real or merely simulated. The 

sheer impossibility of getting at the truth about the symptoms serves to illustrate how 

simulations bring an end to the real by underscoring the idea that as long as 

something is simulatable, the ground for the real disappears and “truth, reference, 
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objective cause cease to exist” (Baudrillard, 2010: 3). According to Baudrillard, in 

this world of simulation, it is futile to search for truth or reality since “there is no 

‘reality’ or ‘truth’ behind the simulated exterior” (Ritzer, 1997: 96); consequently, 

“the more we seek to rediscover the real and the referential, the more we sink into 

simulation” (Baudrillard, 2004: 275). In a famous and frequently quoted passage in 

“The Precession of Simulacra,” Baudrillard lists four successive phases of the image 

which correspond to the four orders of simulacra: 

 

                        it [the image] is the reflection of a profound reality; 

                          it masks and denatures a profound reality; 

                          it masks the absence of a profound reality; 

                          it has no relation to any reality whatsoever it is its own pure simulacrum.  

                          (Baudrillard, 2010: 6) 

 

 

         In the first-order simulation, one can easily tell the difference between reality 

and its representation, as in, for instance, a painting which portrays a natural 

landscape, whereas in the second-order simulation, the boundary between reality and 

its representation is blurred, though not totally abolished, either. In other words, 

“with first- and second-order simulation, the real still exists”, whereas with third- and 

fourth-order simulation, “the model now generates what he calls hyperreality – that is 

a world without a real origin” so that “we no longer even have the real as part of the 

equation”
16

 (Lane, 2009: 84). In order to elucidate his theory of simulation, 

Baudrillard cites Borges’s story “Of Exactitude in Science”, which is about the 

cartographers of an empire who draw up a map so big that it covers the exact 

territory, which can be said to constitute an example of second-order simulation. 

However, in the case of third-order simulation, the whole process is reversed in that 

it is no longer the territory (reality) that precedes the map (simulation), but vice 

versa; now it is the map that precedes and thus engenders the territory:  

 

                        Today, abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the 

                          concept.  Simulation  is no longer that  of a territory, a referential  being, or a 

                                                 
16

 Baudrillard is exclusively concerned with third- and fourth-order simulation, not with first- and 

second-order simulation, where the real still exists. Hence, when he uses the term simulation, it is, as a 

general rule, to be understood as referring to third- and fourth-order simulation, where the real has 

ceased to exist.   
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                          substance. It is the generation by models  of a real without origin or reality: a 

                          hyperreal. (Baudrillard, 2010: 1)  
 

 

         Perhaps the most famous example offered by Baudrillard in order to illustrate 

the concept of hyperreality is Disneyland, which serves as the perfect paradigm for a 

third-order simulation that conceals the absence of reality: 

 

                        Disneyland  exists  in order to hide  the fact  that it is the real  country, all  of   

                          ‘real’  America that is Disneyland. [...] Disneyland is presented as imaginary  

                          in order to  make us  believe that the rest is real, whereas  all of  Los Angeles 

                          and  the  America  that  surrounds  it  are  no longer real,  but  belong  to  the 

                          hyperreal  order and to the order of simulation. It is no longer a question of a  

                          false representation of reality (of ideology) but of concealing the fact that the 

                          real is no longer real,  and thus of  saving  the reality principle.  (Baudrillard, 

                          2010: 12) 

 

 

         Baudrillard contends that Disneyland exists in order to create the impression 

that the rest of America is real whereas, in truth, the whole of America is as divorced 

from reality as Disneyland itself. In short, according to Baudrillard, the whole world 

has become hyperreal in the same way as a fantasyland which does not correspond to 

an outside, external reality and that authentic, direct experience of the world that is 

not mediated by simulation is no longer possible. In fact, in three successive 

articles
17

 written before, during, and after the Gulf War (1990-1991) respectively, 

Baudrillard went so far as to claim that the Gulf War was not a real war, but a war 

simulation, “nothing more than a television and computer graphics spectacle – the 

difference between this war and the war games in a video arcade presumably having 

essentially disappeared” (Kivisto, 1998: 144). This highly contentious claim, which 

brought Baudrillard worldwide notoriety, serves to highlight his firm conviction that 

“we live in a world of simulacra” which “tends to make everything a simulacrum” 

(Sarup, 1993: 164). According to Baudrillard, in this postmodern world, “in which 

all we have are simulations” (Sarup, loc. cit.), the constitution of human subjectivity 

has also undergone a radical transformation, for now “identities are constructed by 

the appropriation of images” (Kellner, 2002: 52) to the extent that human beings 

                                                 
17

 These three articles are “The Gulf War Will Not Take Place”, “The Gulf War: Is It Really Taking 

Place?” and “The Gulf War Did Not Take Place”, published under the title The Gulf War Did Not 

Take Place (1991/1995).  
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themselves are reduced to mere images devoid of any inner depth, or in Baudrillard’s 

words, “we are [ourselves] simulacra [...] we live in this world, which for us has all 

the disquieting strangeness of the desert and of the simulacrum, with all the veracity 

of living phantoms” (Baudrillard, 2010: 152-153).  

         In his article “The Order of Simulacra”,
18

 Baudrillard undertakes a historical 

inquiry into the various stages in “the relationship between simulacra and the real” 

(Kellner, 1989: 78) in order to analyse how “simulations have come to dominate 

contemporary society” (Kellner, loc. cit.). Baudrillard formulates three historical 

periods that correspond to the three orders of simulacra: “The first order of 

simulacrum can be called ‘early modernity’, the second period ‘modernity’ and the 

third ‘postmodernity’” (Sarup, 1993: 163). In the first stage, from the Renaissance to 

the industrial revolution, signs “seek to imitate nature” (Kellner, 1989: 78), while in 

the second stage there is a proliferation of signs through mechanical reproduction, 

particularly in photography and film. Baudrillard maintains that “we are now in the 

third order of simulacrum, the order of models” (Sarup, 1993: 164) that generate 

hyperreality. In a later work The Transparency of Evil (1990/1993), Baudrillard 

postulates a fourth stage – a fourth historical order of simulacra – which “he labels 

the fractal, viral or cancerous stage, the current pattern of our culture” (Ritzer, 1997: 

100) in which not only the boundaries between simulations and the real, but also 

those between social classes, political categories (left and right), even the sexes 

(male and female)
19

 have all been eroded, as a result of which “all previously secure 

categories of social phenomena which have guaranteed the articulated spheres of 

being are undermined: economic, political, religious, sexual, cultural as well as the 

human itself” (Lane, 2009: 132). Baudrillard employs a specific term, ‘implosion’,
20

 

to describe the collapse of the boundaries between distinct social phenomena which, 

he believes, characterizes the postmodern society: 

 

                                                 
18

 This article, published in Symbolic Exchange and Death, was written prior to Simulation and 

Simulacra.  
19

 Baudrillard cites Michael Jackson as an example of the growing tendency towards the “elimination 

of sexual difference” and the loss of  “sexual specificity both surgically and semiotically” (Ritzer, 

1997: 100-101). 
20

 As defined in Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, implosion, which is the opposite of 

explosion, is a technical term that means exploding inwards.  
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                        Baudrillard’s postmodern  world is one of radical  implosion, in which social 

                          classes,  genders,   political   differences   and   once-autonomous  realms  of  

                          society  and  culture  collapse  into  each  other,  erasing  previously  defined  

                          boundaries and differences [...]  For Baudrillard, in the society of simulation,  

                          economics, politics, culture, sexuality and  the social  all  implode  into  each  

                          other. (Kellner, 2002: 52) 

 

 

         In Baudrillard’s view, it is technology that has given rise to the reign of 

hyperreality, simulations as well as the attendant process of implosion, and new 

technologies like “the Internet, communication satellites, cryogenics, biotechnology, 

nanotechnology, robotics and other phenomena” all serve to “intensify the culture of 

the hyperreal” (Poster, 2001: 10). Nevertheless, the greatest simulation machine 

responsible for the spread of the hyperreal in the first place is the mass media, the 

electronic media in particular, for “it is especially [...] the electronic media through 

which the hyperreal has managed to replace the real” (Bertens, 1996: 150). So, for 

Baudrillard, it is above all television that has led to “the transformation of life itself, 

of everyday life into virtual reality”
21

 by “infiltrating it exactly like a virus in a 

normal cell” (Baudrillard, 2001a: 198). As a result, the depth and authenticity of 

lived experience has disappeared completely from our media-saturated lives to the 

extent that what we see on television has become indistinguishable from our 

everyday experience; in other words, we have reached the point where “TV is the 

world. TV is dissolved into life, and life is dissolved into TV” (Sarup, 1993: 165). 

The television and the mass media have thus transformed our social environment into 

a ‘mediascape’
22

, a term that serves to highlight the extent to which our lives are 

saturated with media messages, advertisements, signs, images and simulacra 

disseminated by the media. Moreover, in his article “Requiem for the Media”, 

Baudrillard also maintains that, contrary to popular opinion, the media and the 

television are not a medium of communication, but rather a medium of non-

communication which prevents response from the viewer, allowing for only 

preprogrammed and prestructured responses, or “various forms of response 

                                                 
21

 After the 1990s, Baudrillard starts to use the term virtual reality interchangeably with hyperreality. 

(Poster, 2001: 9) 
22

 The word mediascape, which came into widespread use in the 1980s, designates the world as 

presented through, or perceived by, the mass media. (From http://www.oxforddictionaries.com, 

Online, 3.10. 2011)  

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/
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simulation, themselves integrated in the transmission process” (Lane, 2009: 24). 

Hence, 

 

                        mass communication  undermines the very ‘communicative’  potential of the  

                          media.  The  accelerating  flow and  increasing  superficiality of  information 

                          produces  a certain redundancy of  the real  –  a virtualization of those events     

                          which  supposedly   legitimize   the  moral  claims  of   the  media.  [...]   The  

                          operational function of  the media, therefore, is to emit  information in a way 

                          that  leaves no room for unexpected and  unforseeable responses. (Abbinnett,  

                          2003: 104) 

 

 

         In a sense, Baudrillard’s views about the media and the television endorse the 

Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s famous motto ‘the medium is the 

message’
23

 which denotes the idea that it is not the content but the form of the 

medium that determines its impact on human beings. Baudrillard himself 

acknowledges his debt to McLuhan by employing his motto frequently in his own 

writings; nonetheless, it should be pointed out that Baudrillard’s views differ from 

McLuhan’s in a significant way: Whereas McLuhan’s “technological optimism” 

(Abbinnett, 2003: 104) leads him to believe in the utopian potential of the television, 

Baudrillard sees nothing positive about it whatsoever. For Baudrillard, the television, 

due to its very form – its incessant flashing of a multitude of images and signs, its 

dissemination of a multiplicity of unrelated fragments of information, its 

juxtaposition of the most frivolous and superficial information with that of utmost 

importance and gravity – blocks communication, prevents response and destroys 

meaning. In his article “The Implosion of Meaning in the Media”,
24

 Baudrillard notes 

that the proliferation of information by means of the media has resulted in “the 

radical loss of meaning” (Baudrillard, 2010: 80) because 

 

                        where  we  think  that  information  produces  meaning, the opposite  occurs.  

                          Information  devours  its  own  content.  It  devours  communication  and the  

                          social. And for two reasons. Rather than creating communication, it exhausts 

                          itself  in the act staging communication.  Rather than  producing  meaning, it  

                          exhausts itself in the staging of meaning. (Baudrillard, loc. cit.) 

 

                                                 
23

 See McLuhan’s article “The Medium is the Message” in his book Understanding Media (1964). 
24

 “The Implosion of Meaning in the Media” is one of the articles in Baudrillard’s book Simulacra and 

Simulation. 
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         Hence, Baudrillard concludes that “information is directly destructive of 

meaning and signification or that it neutralizes them” (Baudrillard, 2010: 79). The 

neutralizing effect of the media stems from the fact that a superabundance of ideas 

and messages – including the most contradictory and incompatible ones – are  put in 

circulation by the media every second of every day so that they all dissolve in the 

same flux of information without having a chance to acquire any meaning. 

According to Baudrillard, the impact of  “the excess of information upon us is a sort 

of electrocution”, for “it produces a sort of continual short-circuit where the 

individual burns its circuits and loses its defenses” (Kellner, 1989: 205). This is 

another way of saying that people are overwhelmed by the constant bombardment of 

information since they can by no means find the time to reflect on or make sense of 

any of the messages showered on them, which are thus reduced to mere noise devoid 

of any meaning; as a result, “information explosion cancels all meaning in a 

meaningless white noise” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 302). Furthermore, the subject’s 

overexposion to information creates what Baudrillard calls ‘the ecstacy of 

communication’, a concept that he explicates in an article of the same title
25

 where he 

claims that the subject, who has now become “a pure screen, a switching center for 

all the networks of influence” (Baudrillard, 1993: 133), lives in a more and more 

transparent world where “everything is exposed to the harsh and inexorable light of 

information and communication” (Ibid., p. 130). In his article, “The Ecstacy of 

Communication”, Baudrillard argues that “because communication makes public 

what was once secret, it is obscene” (West, 2004: 204), or to put it in Baudrillard’s 

words, 

 

                        we live in the ecstacy of communication.  And this ecstacy is obscene. [...] It  

                          is  the  obscenity  of   what   no  longer  has  any  secret,  of   what   dissolves 

                          completely  in  information and communication. [...]  All secrets, spaces  and  

                          scenes  abolished  in a single  dimension  of  information.  That’s  obscenity.  

                          (Baudrillard, 1993: 130-131)  
 

 

                                                 
25

 Baudrillard’s article, “The Ecstacy of Communication”, was published in a book of the same title in 

1987 (English translation in 1988), though it was originally written earlier and first published in 

English in the book The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture (1983) edited by Hal Foster. 
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         In Baudrillard’s view, “the distinction between public and private spheres 

collapses under the weight of information and communication” so that “not only do 

we lose access to a genuine public sphere, there is no longer any secrecy either” 

(West, 2004: 204). As such, information explosion through the media has not only 

destroyed public and private space, but the social as well, that is the social realm 

itself, including the distinctive traits of social classes and groups as well as the 

ground for any meaningful collective action. Baudrillard also contends that the media 

function as instruments of homogenization and massification by turning people into 

passive consumers of images and information. Hence, for Baudrillard,  

 

                        information dissolves meaning and dissolves the social in a sort of  nebulous 

                          state  dedicated  not to  a surplus of  innovation, but, on the contrary, to  total 

                          entropy. Thus the media are producers not of socialization, but of exactly the 

                          opposite of the implosion of the social in the masses.[...] Beyond the horizon  

                          of  the social, there are the masses,  which result  from the neutralization and  

                          the implosion of the social. (Baudrillard, 2010: 81-83)  
 

 

         Thus, according to Baudrillard, “the media intensify massification by 

producing mass audiences and homogenized ideas and experience” (Kellner, 1989: 

69), leading to what he calls “the implosion of the social in the masses”, for after the 

implosion of the social, what is left is only the masses – the indifferent, passive, 

apathetic, ‘silent majorities’ that Baudrillard describes in his work In the Shadow of 

the Silent Majorities – who “passively consume commodities, television, sports, 

politics, mass-produced simulations” (Sarup, 1993: 166). The masses, whom 

Baudrillard describes as “a black hole
26

 which engulfs the social” (Kroker and Cook, 

1991: 172), absorb everything with utmost indifference and refuse to be stirred to 

action by even the most enlightened ideals. Hence, Baudrillard claims that we have 

reached the end of the social and the political, that is the point where people, having 

become utterly devoid of “any opinion [...] any political will” (Kellner, 1989: 196), 

have ceased to be social and political actors. In the current postmodern age, 

“elections, polls and political debates are themselves only simulations of politics”, 

                                                 
26

 Douglas Kellner speaks disapprovingly of Baudrillard’s tendency to use “scientific or pseudo-

scientific metaphors and concepts” and notes that “Baudrillard’s writings are full of references to 

black holes, entropy, DNA and genetics, digital codes and information theory” (Kellner, 1989:84). 
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which itself has literally become “equivalent to advertising, publicity, sports, 

fashion” (Kellner, loc. cit.). Evidently, in Baudrillard’s view,  

 

                        we  appear  to have been reduced to the roles of mall rats in quest of  objects  

                          of  desire and excitement, couch potatoes  playing with the television remote  

                          control and voyeurs peering into the private lives of  the rich and the famous.  

                          We   are   thoroughly   enmeshed   in   our  social   worlds   but  incapable  of   

                          controlling  them  or  of operating in a genuinely autonomous way.  (Kivisto,  

                          1998: 143) 

 

 

         Paradoxically, Baudrillard asserts that the apathy and conformity of the masses 

is actually a form of resistance and that the more the masses consume commodities, 

media messages and signs, the more they contribute to undermining the prevailing 

system. This is an illustration of what Baudrillard calls ‘fatal strategies’
27

 which refer 

to “push[ing] ideas or processes to their outer extremities, beyond their limits, to help 

bring about collapse or reversal” (Kellner, 1989: 187). 

         In short, in addition to announcing the end of the real and the end of meaning, 

Baudrillard also proclaims the end of the social and the political, the end of the era of 

political economy as well as the end of history:
28

 “This is why we are ‘post’- the 

history has stopped, one is in a kind of post-history which is without meaning” 

(Baudrillard qtd. in Kellner, 1989: 117). As evident from these apocalyptic 

declarations, Baudrillard draws a bleak picture of the contemporary society which is 

characterized by total entropy
29

 and in which there is absolutely no room for any 

change, social transformation or progress. Hence, Baudrillard presents a nightmarish 

vision of the contemporary world, where 

 

                        reality is constructed through forms of  mass media  feedback, where  values  

                          are  determined  by  consumer  demand  (itself  brought about by the  endless  

                                                 
27

 See Baudrillard’s book Fatal Strategies (1983/1990). 
28

 In a later work, The Illusion of the End (1992/1994), Baudrillard revises his ideas about history, 

claiming that “the notion of the millennium/the end of history belongs to a linear, modern concept of 

history” (Lane, 2009: 148). So, he renounces the notion of the end of history and adopts, in its stead, 

the notion of the reversal of history, arguing that since “we have reached the end of linearity [...] the 

future no longer exists” and “there is no longer an end either”; instead, “we are faced with a 

paradoxical process of reversal” in which “history took a turn in the opposite direction”, curving back 

upon itself, “and things began to run in reverse” (Baudrillard, 2004: 272). 
29

 Entropy is a technical term that refers to “the increasing disorder of energy moving at random 

within a closed system, finally arriving at total inertia” (Tanner, 1971: 142). 
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                          circulation of  meanings, images  and advertising codes)  and where  nothing  

                          could  serve as a means of  distinguishing true from merely true-seeming  (or  

                          ideological) habits of belief. Such is the world we now inhabit.(Norris, 1991: 

                          121) 

 

 

         According to Baudrillard, even space and time have ceased to be valid 

categories any more since in the current age of simulation “one can no longer 

comprehend the world as if the Kantian categories of time, space, causality, etc. are 

necessary” (Poster, 2001: 6). So, in the final analysis, Baudrillard portrays 

postmodern society as a world of radical indeterminacy and confusion where there is 

no access to truth or reality. Thus, it can be said that Baudrillard goes further than 

most postmodern theorists in dissolving all fixed and stable points of reference, 

leaving behind no vantage point from which one can have a grasp on reality. In 

Baudrillard’s dystopic vision, human beings are reduced to the status of helpless 

victims under the complete and totalitarian control of signs, simulations and codes, 

which are virtually, yet not quite, unassailable. As a matter of fact, Baudrillard 

identifies a certain symbolic activity that “can disrupt the power of the code, the very 

code that appears to be converting the entire world to a state of hyperreality” (Lane, 

2009: 104). This symbolic activity is terrorism, an issue that recurrently appears 

throughout Baudrillard’s works, most recently in a series of articles
30

 written after 

the terrorist attacks on The World Trade Center in New York on 11 September 2001. 

In the article entitled “Requiem for the Twin Towers”, Baudrillard stresses the 

symbolic dimension of the attack, which, in his opinion, was not merely an arbitrary, 

fanatical act of violence but rather a symbolic attack on global capitalism, and  

interprets “the collapse of the twin towers [as] the major symbolic event” that proves 

“the fragility of global power” (Baudrillard, 2003: 43). 

         To sum up, although Baudrillard’s views on simulation, hyperreality, the end of 

history, terrorism, etc. may, on the whole, appear rather controversial and hyperbolic, 

it cannot be denied that his “rethinking radical social theory and politics in the light 

of developments in the consumer, media, information and technological society” 

(Kellner, 1989: 60) has yielded some very interesting results and provided acute 

                                                 
30

 These articles were published under the title The Spirit of Terrorism (2002). 
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insights into the fundamental role that signs and images have come to play in the 

postmodern world. 

 

1. 2. Jean-François Lyotard 

 

         Jean-François Lyotard (1925 – 1998), a French theorist and professor of 

pilosophy at the University of Paris at Vincennes from the early 1970s to 1987, is a 

key thinker who has played a pivotal role in the theoretical debates on 

postmodernism. A member of the ultra-left, revolutionary group Socialism or 

Barbarism
31

 for over a decade, and an active participant in the May 1968 protests, 

Lyotard is, like his contemporary Jean Baudrillard, a one-time radical Marxist who 

took the postmodern turn in the late 1960s. Unlike Baudrillard, however, Lyotard 

does not conceptualize the modern and the postmodern as “clearly circumscribed 

historical entities, of which the latter would always come ‘after’ the former” 

(Lyotard, 1991: 25), but instead conceives of the two as engaged in a perpetual 

conflictual relationship in which “modernity is constitutionally and ceaselessly 

pregnant with its postmodernity” (Lyotard, loc. cit.). Lyotard is a highly versatile 

thinker who has produced a multifaceted body of work on such diverse topics as 

philosophy, art, aesthetics, politics and literary criticism; nevertheless, his by far 

best-known work that has brought him recognition and fame in the English-speaking 

world is The Postmodern Condition (1979/1984), which has acquired canonical 

status as “one of the founding texts of postmodern theory” (Malpas, 2006: 1). 

Following the publication of this groundbreaking work where he launches a 

relentless attack on rationality, universalizing claims, totalising systems and unifying 

schemes, Lyotard has come to the fore as the leading champion of difference who 

valorizes “the postmodern as a positive political challenge to established ways of” 

thinking (Ibid., p. 125) and celebrates a new postmodern philosophy rooted in 

sensitivity to and respect for plurality, heterogeneity and irreconcilable differences.  

                                                 
31

 The Socialism or Barbarism group, of which Lyotard was a member from 1954 to 1964, “attempted 

to develop a non-dogmatic approach to Marxism”, however, in time, “key members of the group 

turned against Marxism itself” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 179). 
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         Among Lyotard’s earlier works, the one that has attracted the greatest amount 

of critical interest is Libidinal Economy (1974/1993), which provides a sharp critique 

of Marxism as well as capitalism, denouncing both as totalising systems while 

“advocating an alternative philosophy of desire, intensities and energetics indebted to 

Nietzsche
32

” (Selden, Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 204). Taking his cue from 

Deleuze and Guattari,
33

 Lyotard argues that the capitalist society is ‘libidinal 

economic’ in that “society is defined as an economy exploiting [...] desires and 

feelings” (Williams, 1998: 10) by channeling them into certain predetermined paths, 

and he “stresses the need to free the formless, fugitive intensities of desire and 

psychic drives from the binding effects of” existing structures (Connor, 1997: 34). 

Later, there is a shift in Lyotard’s philosophical trajectory away from a Deleuzian 

philosophy of desire marked by “a turn towards a combination of aesthetics, social 

critique and analytic philosophy of language, in the context of the postmodern” 

(Williams, 1998: 2). Lyotard’s postmodern philosophy is epitomized in his seminal 

work, The Postmodern Condition, which is a report on knowledge prepared at the 

request of the Quebec government. As indicated by Lyotard in the opening sentence, 

“the object of this study is the condition of knowledge in the most highly developed 

societies” (Lyotard, 1997: xxiii), so, not surprisingly, the book is primarily concerned 

with the investigation of “the status of science and technology, of technocracy
34

 and 

the control of knowledge and information today” (Jameson, 1997: viii) rather than 

with the socioeconomic analysis of the postmodern condition. “Our working 

hypothesis is that the status of knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known 

as the postindustrial age and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age” 

(Lyotard, 1997: 3), Lyotard declares early on in the book, thereby aligning the 

                                                 
32

 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) is generally listed among the precursors of postmodern thought 

due to his sharp critique of rationality, that is his “critique of totalising claims of reason as being 

without moral or philosophical grounds or legitimation” (Selden, Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 

204). Nietzsche’s denunciation of reason (which he associates with the Greek god Apollo) and 

valorization of  raw and chaotic emotional energy (which he associates with the Greek god Dionysus) 

is set out in a number of his works, particularly in The Birth of Tragedy (1872). 
33

 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari explicate their philosophy of desire in their jointly authored books 

Anti-Oedipus (1972) and A Thousand Plateaus (1980). 
34

 The term technocracy refers to the manipulation of knowledge by those in power. Taking his cue 

from Foucault’s analysis of the link between knowledge and power, Lyotard stresses that “knowledge 

and power are two sides of the same equation” and that the questions “who decides what knowledge is 

and who knows what needs to be decided” (Lyotard, 1997: 9) are inextricably interwoven.  
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postmodern with the advent of the postindustrial age, which indicates that, at one 

level at least, he “agree[s] with theorists of postindustrial society
35

 concerning the 

primacy of knowledge, information and computerization” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 

166). While investigating the impact that the rapid technological developments – 

particularly those related to information technologies, such as computers, data banks, 

miniature circuits – has had on the status of knowledge in computerized societies, 

Lyotard predicts that the circulation of knowledge by means of computers will, in the 

long run, result in a dramatic change in the nature of knowledge since only the 

knowledge which can be translated into computer language will be considered of any 

value and the rest discarded. Here is the way Lyotard puts this issue:  

 

                        It is common  knowledge that  the miniaturization  and commercialization of  

                          machines  is   already   changing  the  way  in  which   learning  is   acquired, 

                          classified, made available and exploited [...] The nature of knowledge cannot 

                          survive  unchanged  within  this  context  of general transformation. It can fit 

                          into the new channels, and become operational, only if  learning is translated 

                          into   quantities   of    information.  We  can   predict   that   anything   in  the 

                          constituted  body  of  knowledge  that  is not  translatable  in this way will be 

                          abandoned  and  that  the  direction of  new  research will be dictated  by  the 

                          possibility of  its eventual results being translatable  into computer language. 

                          (Lyotard, 1997: 4) 

 

 

         In a society where it is left to the hegemony of computers to “determin[e] 

which statements are accepted as knowledge statements [...] knowledge ceases to be 

an end in itself” (Lyotard, 1997: 4) and becomes operational, i. e. its value depends 

on the extent of its technological utility and efficiency. So, according to Lyotard, the 

rapid technological developments, especially those related to computer and 

information technologies, have given rise to a fundamental change in the status of 

knowledge, which, “in the form of an informational commodity” (Ibid., p. 5), is 

produced in order to be sold and consumed just like any other consumer product. 

Thus, Lyotard underscores the fact that the capitalist system, which is based on the 

logic of maximum profitability, entails the commodification of knowledge and its 

                                                 
35

 The two foremost theorists of postindustrial society are Daniel Bell, the author of The Coming of 

Post-Industrial Society (1973), and Alain Touraine, the author of The Post-Industrial Society (1969/ 

1974). It should be pointed out, however, that “Lyotard does not claim that postmodern society is a 

postcapitalist one” as the aforementioned theorists do and stresses “how the flow and development of 

technology and knowledge follow the flow of money” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 166-167). 
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reduction to the function of “optimizing the system’s performance [and] efficiency” 

(Lyotard, 1997: xxiv) so that non-profitable, non-technological, non-efficient 

knowledge is doomed to extinction. Lyotard maintains that even though the 

computerization and subsequent “mercantilization of knowledge” (Ibid., p. 5) has 

become instrumental in wielding power in the capitalist society – virtually “the 

‘dream’ instrument for controlling and regulating the market system” (Lyotard, 1997:  

67) – put to a different use, it could serve to increase the general accessibility of 

knowledge by “giv[ing] the public free access to the memory and data banks” 

(Lyotard, loc. cit.), thereby diversifying the knowledge available to the public.  

         Apart from these insightful observations on the condition of knowledge in 

computerized societies, the greater part of The Postmodern Condition is dedicated to 

the critique of modern knowledge, including a fierce assault on scientific knowledge 

in particular. In Lyotard’s analysis, the shift from modernism to postmodernism is 

explained in terms of a “central problem of legitimation”
36

 (Lyotard, 1997: 8) that 

has irreparably undermined the epistemological underpinnings of modern 

knowledge. For Lyotard,  

 

                        the shift  to  postmodernism in the sciences  and  social  sciences is  crucially 

                          connected  with  the development  of  post-industrial ‘information societies’. 

                          Such a shift  is most of all marked by a change in the way that  knowledge is 

                          legitimated. In Modernity, the  natural  and  human  sciences are  legitimated 

                          through what Lyotard calls ‘the great metanarratives.’ (Lash, 1991: 93) 

 

 

         According to Lyotard, modern knowledge – a generic term that encompasses 

the whole of modern sciences, be they natural sciences like physics and chemistry or 

social sciences like sociology and philosophy – is, as a general rule, characterized by 

                                                 
36

 Lyotard’s ideas on the problem of legitimation should not be confused with the concept of 

‘legitimation crisis’ put forward by his intellectual rival Jürgen Habermas, who uses the term 

‘legitimation’ in an altogether different context: “Habermas sees late capitalism through a general 

systems model that has three sub-systems”, which are “the economic, political and social/cultural 

systems” (Ebbesen, 2006: 127). According to Habermas, the economic and political systems “require 

ongoing legitimation and rationalization from the social/cultural system” since “without that 

legitimation, the entirety of systems goes into crisis” (Ebbesen, loc. cit.). For more information on 

Habermas’s concept of legitimation crisis, see Habermas’s work Legitimation Crisis (1973/1975). 

Lyotard stresses that he “use[s] the word [legitimation] in a broader sense than do contemporary 

German theorists in their discussions of the question of authority” (Lyotard, 1997:8), referring, by 

implication, to Habermas. In fact, in his foreword to The Postmodern Condition, Jameson remarks 

that Lyotard’s book is a “thinly veiled polemic against Jürgen Habermas” (Jameson, 1997: vii).  
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“a desire for homogeneous epistemological and moral prescriptions” and appeal to 

“metanarratives to legitimate foundationalist claims” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 165). 

A key concept in Lyotardian philosophy, metanarratives
37

 – or  grand narratives – 

designate “the supposedly transcendent or universal truths that underpin Western 

civilization and that function to give that civilization objective legitimation” 

(Bertens, 1996: 124). In the introduction to The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard 

clarifies what he means by modern knowledge, or modern science for that matter, 

saying: 

 

                        I will  use the term  modern  to designate  any science  that legitimates  itself  

                          with  reference  to  a metanarrative  of  this  kind, making  an appeal to some 

                          grand narrative such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning,  

                          the emancipation of the rational or working subject or the creation of wealth. 

                          (Lyotard, 1997: xxiii) 

 

 

         For Lyotard, the grand narratives of modernity can be subsumed under two 

categories, which can be respectively termed as ‘the speculative grand narrative’ and 

‘the grand narrative of emancipation’. The former, which “originates in the German 

philosophy of the early nineteenth century, which found its most detailed form in the 

writings of G. W. F. Hegel”, is a rationalist project rooted in the idea that “human 

life, or ‘Spirit’ as Hegel calls it, progresses by increasing its knowledge”
38

 (Malpas, 

2006:  26-27). As opposed to the speculative grand narrative, “in which knowledge is 

an end in itself”, the grand narrative of emancipation, which dates back to the French 

Revolution
39

, “presents knowledge as being valuable because it is the basis of human 

freedom” (Ibid., p. 27); in other words, knowledge is valued as a means of 

                                                 
37

 Broadly speaking, a metanarrative can be defined as “an overarching story which can supposedly 

account for, explain or comment upon the validity of all other stories, a universal or absolute set of 

truths which is supposed to transcend social, institutional or human limitations” (Ward, 2003: 171).  
38

 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) is a very influential German idealist philosopher who 

“saw history as a totality in which a vague and mystically conceived universal spirit (something like a 

version of God) worked out various conflicts and contradictions in the world before arriving at a 

tremendous resolution” (Roberts, 2000: 23). Hegel expounds his philosophy in his major works 

Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and Science of Logic (1812). 
39

 Interestingly, in another work, The Postmodern Explained, Lyotard predates the grand narratives of 

modernity so as to “include [even] Christianity itself in modernity (in opposition to the classism of 

antiquity)” interpreting “the salvation of creatures through the conversion of souls to the Christian 

narrative of martyred love” (Lyotard, 2003: 17-18) as a version of the grand narrative of 

emancipation. 
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emancipation from the fetters of mysticism, superstition and domination. From this 

perspective, the Enlightenment, which aims at the liberation of people from religious 

dogmas, is a version of the grand narrative of emancipation; so is Marxism, which 

centres on the goal of liberating the workers from exploitation at the hands of the 

bourgeoisie. For Lyotard, not only Marxism, but also the discourse of liberal 

economy, which espouses the idea that humanity as a whole will be liberated from 

economic privation through the creation of wealth by way of the free market 

economy, has recourse to the grand narrative of emancipation. In a later work 

entitled The Postmodern Explained (1988/1992), Lyotard attempts to further clarify 

the concept of metanarratives in the following way:  

 

                        The ‘metanarratives’ I was concerned with in The Postmodern Condition are 

                          those that  have marked  modernity:  the progressive  emancipation of reason 

                          and freedom, the progressive or catastrophic emancipation of labour  (source 

                          of  alienated value in capitalism), the enrichment of all humanity through the 

                          progress of  capitalist  technoscience.  [...]  Like myths, they have the goal of 

                          legitimating  social and political institutions and practices, laws, ethics, ways 

                          of thinking.  Unlike myths, however, they look for legitimacy [...] in a future  

                          to be  accomplished,  that is  an Idea to be  realized. This  Idea  (of  freedom,  

                          ‘enlightenment’,   socialism,   etc.)    has   legitimating   value  because  it  is 

                          universal. (Lyotard, 2003: 18) 

 

 

         Lyotard’s central argument rests on the claim that the grand narratives of 

modernity have lost their legitimating function in the contemporary postmodern 

society, or as Lyotard puts it, “the grand narrative has lost its credibility [...] 

regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation” 

(Lyotard, 1997: 37). For Lyotard, the decline of the grand narratives of modernity is 

linked to “the global spread of capitalism and the rapid developments in science and 

technology” (Malpas, 2006: 28), which have paved the way for devastating global 

wars, totalitarianisms, the Holocaust, the construction of nuclear weapons as well as 

other weapons of mass destruction, the ever growing gap between the rich and the 

poor, all of which combine to invalidate the modern ideals of universal human 

progress and emancipation. Lyotard’s main contention is that it is this loss of 

confidence in metanarratives that is the defining feature of postmodernism, which is 

epitomized in his well-known and frequently quoted definition of the postmodern: 



 36 

“Simplifying to the extreme, I define the postmodern as incredulity toward 

metanarratives” (Lyotard, 1997: xxiv). According to Lyotard, 

 

                        the great  metanarratives  or  metaphysical tales of Christianity, Rationalism,  

                          Hegelianism, Marxism are exhausted because they have lost their credibility. 

                          Lyotard  postulates  a  linguistic  fragmentation  and pluralisation  of  society 

                          which none of the exhausted metanarratives can integrate. (Zima, 1999: 176) 

 

 

         The invalidation of metanarratives is no cause for concern for Lyotard, who is 

sceptical of all totalizing discourses and unifying schemes, which, he thinks, serve to 

suppress differences and stifle heterogeneity, thus preparing the ground for 

totalitarian practices. That is why Lyotard “accuses all such generalizing narratives 

as Marxism, Hegelian philosophy and liberal economic theory as totalitarian” 

(Connor, 1997: 31). Arguing from a radically antifoundational
40

 stance, Lyotard 

stresses the necessity of waging a “war on totality” (Lyotard, 2003: 16) and 

celebrates the fragmentation of knowledge, pluralisation of discourses and the 

‘heterogeneity of language games’, which, he believes, characterizes the postmodern 

condition. A concept borrowed from the Austrian philosopher Ludwig 

Wittgenstein
41

, language games designate “the various categories of utterance 

[which] can be defined in terms of rules specifying their properties and the uses to 

which they can be put” (Lyotard, 1997: 10). In this sense, all the different discourses 

in society, from physics and biology to literature and architecture, from laws and 

customs to fashion and superstition, are language games, i. e. domains of fragmented, 

diverse, multiple knowledges that are only valid within their own boundaries. 

Lyotard considers every utterance as a move in a game which is governed by certain 

rules in the same way as moves in a game of chess is expected to conform to certain 

rules. The rules of one language game are, by no means, applicable to another 

language game, which is why Lyotard claims that language games are 

incommensurable: 

 

                                                 
40

 In keeping with the dominant mood of postmodernism, “Lyotard’s philosophy is antifoundational in 

the sense that it is opposed to the search for certain foundations (ideals and principles) for action” 

(Williams, 1998: 12). 
41

 For more information on Wittgenstein’s notion of language games, see Wittgenstein’s book, 

Philosophical Investigations (1953). 
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                          By incommensurability  Lyotard means that there is no common set of rules, 

                          norms  and values  between games. [...]  There are  many  different language 

                          games  and  these  enter  into  conflict  with  one  another  over  what  proper 

                          practice is  in  given cases. [...]  So, there is a multiplicity of language games 

                          and this  multiplicity can never be unified under a single metanarrative. This, 

                          then,  allows   for   a   classic   definition   of   the  postmodern  condition:   a  

                          fragmented society with  many different  and  incompatible  moral and social  

                          codes. (Williams, 1998: 27, 34)  
 
 

         Lyotard resolutely stresses that the fragmentation which is characteristic of the 

postmodern condition is beyond repair and that the multitude of heterogeneous 

language games cannot be assimilated into a larger whole, or subsumed under an 

overarching, homogeneous, totalizing narrative; thus, he “embraces fondly a vision 

of a world in which multiple, incompatible language games flourish alongside each 

other” (Connor, 1997: 29). According to Lyotard, no language game is superior or 

privileged in any way; none can make claims to a higher standing compared to others 

on the grounds that it is closer to truth. It is on this account that Lyotard launches an 

attack on science which has always passed itself off as having objective, universal, 

timeless value as opposed to non-scientific knowledge such as myths, legends and 

superstition. Lyotard emphasizes that science “has always existed in addition to, and 

in competition and conflict with, another kind of knowledge which I will call 

narrative” (Lyotard, 1997: 7), thus establishing a distinction between scientific 

knowledge and what he calls ‘narrative knowledge’. While the former seeks 

validation in the scientific methods of argumentation, proof, logical and rational 

procedures, the latter includes myths, popular tales, etc. which are not concerned 

with the question of certifying their claims. Unlike such narratives, science has 

pretensions to be a superior form of knowledge whose objectivity and universality 

are beyond dispute, and thus attributes itself the capacity to pass judgement on the 

validity of all other forms of knowledge: 

 

                        The  scientist  questions the validity of  narrative  statements  and  concludes 

                          that they are never subject to argumentation and proof.  He classifies them as 

                          belonging  to  a  different   mentality:   savage,   primitive,   underdeveloped,  

                          backward,  alienated, composed of opinions,  customs,  authority,  prejudice,  

                          ignorance  and  ideology.  Narratives  are  fables, myths, legends  fit only for 

                          women and children.  At best,  attempts are made to throw some rays of light 

                          into this obscurantism, to civilize, educate, develop. (Lyotard, 1997:  27) 
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         Notwithstanding its fierce criticism of narrative knowledge, science itself is 

obliged to resort to narratives, the grand narratives – both “that of the liberation of 

humanity and that of the speculative unity of all knowledge” (Jameson, 1997: ix) – to 

legitimate itself. By perpetuating the myth that it is a project carried out for the 

benefit of humanity in the name of truth, science passes itself off as a way to “get 

behind mystification and superstition, reveal facts about the world and lead all of 

humanity to a brighter day” (Ward, 2003: 171). This myth, which is rendered 

obsolete by the collapse of metanarratives, serves to conceal the fact that science has 

always been a tool in the hands of those in power who find it in their best interests to 

perpetuate the illusion of objective knowledge. Moreover, according to Lyotard, 

“ever since the spirit of commercial enterprise has entered research” (Ward, 2003: 

172), science and technology – or better “capitalist technoscience” (Lyotard, 2003: 

18) as Lyotard puts it – have become an apparatus whose only function is to optimize 

the performance of the capitalist system. For Lyotard, technoscientific development 

does not, in any way, contribute to the progress or wellbeing of humanity, “it does 

not answer to the demands issuing from human needs; on the contrary, human 

entities – whether social or individual – always seem destabilized by the results and 

implications of development” (Lyotard, 2003: 78). In the postmodern condition 

outlined by Lyotard, where “the older master narratives of legitimation no longer 

function in the service of scientific research” (Jameson, 1997: xi), the 

epistemological foundations of science have been severely undermined, exposing 

science to be what it actually is: a mere language game that is neither objective nor 

universal, only consistent within its own domain. Hence, in the postmodern age,  

 

                        instead  of  occupying  the  center  ground  of society,  as ultimate arbiter  on 

                          matters  of  truth,  science becomes  just another game among many. Lyotard 

                          marks   the   delegitimation  of  science  as   one  of   the   key   moments   of 

                          postmodernity.  In the postmodern condition,  there is a loss of confidence in 

                          the  ability of  science  to  regulate  questions  in  other  domains.  (Williams,  

                          1998: 33) 

 

 

         The severity of the critiques directed at science by such postmodern thinkers as 

Lyotard have led “some commentators [to] view postmodernism as an attempt to end 

the epistemic hegemony of science” (Waugh, 2001: 303). However, this should not 
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lead one to the conclusion that Lyotard renounces science altogether, for the fact of 

the matter is that Lyotard tries to conceptualize a new postmodern science 

characterized by plurality, diversity and heterogeneity, which “is not simply a tool of 

the authorities; [but] refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to 

tolerate the incommensurable” (Lyotard, 1997: xxv). As opposed to the totalizing, 

universalizing project of modern science, postmodern science, which is comprised of 

“a mass of incompatible little sciences”, is a more modest scientific endeavour aware 

of its own limitations, and affirms only “temporarily valid opinions, and seek[s] to 

solve merely immediate, local problems” (Ward, 2003: 173). Lyotard speaks 

approvingly of new sciences like “quantum theory and microphysics” (Lyotard, 

1997: 56), which have come up with findings that contradict established scientific 

knowledge, and thus have a destabilizing effect on the hegemony of science itself. 

For Lyotard, instead of producing certainty, postmodern science highlights 

uncertainty; it is not based on reason or logic, but on paradox and paralogy, i. e. 

“faulty or deliberately contradictory reasoning designed to shift and transform the 

structures of reason itself” (Connor, 1997: 29). Postmodern science can be 

interpreted as a paradigm of Lyotard’s postmodern micropolitics based on the 

destabilization of dominant language games that try to impose their own criteria of 

judgement upon other games. Such language games that do injustice to heterogeneity 

are deemed totalitarian, even ‘terroristic’ by Lyotard, who promotes an idea of 

justice based on the recognition of irreconcilable differences and the “renunciation of 

terror, especially the terroristic effort to impose a single grand narrative on all” 

(Ritzer, 1997: 131). In his book Just Gaming (1979/1985), published in the same 

year as The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard explores the possibility of justice and 

just action in a world where one can no longer look to the grand narratives for 

guidance. Naturally, for Lyotard, who is against all universal values, “there is no 

general theory of justice within which struggles between language games could be 

adjudicated”, so “justice can only be local, multiple and provisional, subject to 

contestation and transformation” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 161-163). Key to 

Lyotard’s understanding of justice is his concept of the ‘differend’,
42

 which refers to 

                                                 
42

 Lyotard expounds his concept of the ‘differend’ in his work The Differend (1983/1988). 
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“a case of conflict that cannot be resolved for lack of a rule of judgement applicable 

to both of the arguments” (Malpas, 2006: 60). Differends are unbridgeable gaps 

between incommensurable language games that cannot be resolved justly, without 

doing injustice to either of the two games. In this sense, differends are indicative of 

the limitations of human reason and understanding since they point to the failure of 

reason in the face of the incommensurable. 

         Lyotard’s philosophy precludes all ethical absolutes, all “universal criteria of 

truth and falsity, right and wrong, good and evil” (Ibid., p. 2), nor does it offer any 

prescriptions, or pre-programmed courses of action for justice or anything else. In 

fact, the postmodern condition outlined by Lyotard is one of radical uncertainty 

where man is deprived of all the “metaphysical, religious and political assurances the 

mind once believed it possessed” (Lyotard, 2003: 9). In other words, 

 

                        no  longer  can we  fall  back on  the old  ‘metanarratives’  or  enlightenment  

                          myths of  information, grounded as they were  (or as they claimed to be) in a 

                          capacity  to  distinguish   truth   from   falsehood,   progress   from   reaction, 

                          knowledge from various kinds of pseudo-knowledge. (Norris, 1991: 120)   
 
  
         Consequently, in the aftermath of the collapse of grand narratives, human 

beings are obliged to come to grips with the fact that truth neither resides in reason, 

nor in science, nor yet in emancipatory politics. Hence, “the postmodern condition is 

a discomforting state” where “there is no absolute certainty” (Williams, 1998: 37), 

but rather a multitude of incompatible language games, each with a different set of 

rules, giving rise to absolute fragmentation so much so that the human subject itself 

cannot preserve a unified sense of self and dissolves “into a host of networks and 

relations, of contradictory codes and interfering messages” (Jameson, 1997: xviii). 

Hence, the collapse of the grand narratives, their “dispers[al] in clouds of narrative 

language elements” (Lyotard, 1997: xxiv), necessarily brings about the dispersal of 

the self: 

 

                        Located in a  multiplicity of  language  games that no longer follow  a single  

                          metanarrative,  an  individual’s  identity  becomes  dispersed.  [...]   With the 

                          destruction of  the grand narratives,  there is no longer  any unifying  identity 

                          for the  subject or society.  Instead  individuals  are the sites where ranges  of 
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                          conflicting moral and political codes intersect. (Malpas, 2006 : 29) 

 

 

         As a typical postmodern thinker, Lyotard is against the idea of the autonomous 

human subject – “a self does not amount to much” (Lyotard, 1997: 15) he remarks at 

one point in The Postmodern Condition – and endorses the view that the subject is 

shaped by the social network of relations in which he exists. Rejecting the 

Baudrillardian idea concerning the end of the social,
43

 Lyotard stresses that “a person 

is always located at ‘nodal points’ of specific communication circuits, however tiny 

these may be”, or put another way, “one is always located at a post through which 

various kinds of messages pass” (Lyotard, loc. cit.). This is another way of saying 

that each individual in society plays language games by making certain moves, i. e. 

giving voice to utterances, sending and receiving messages. Despite the fact that 

these moves are always subject to limitations imposed on them by existing 

institutions, in Lyotard’s view, “no-one, not even the least privileged among us, is 

ever entirely powerless over the messages that traverse [...] him” (Lyotard, 1997: 15). 

It is worth noting that in a later work, The Differend, Lyotard abandons the term 

‘language games’ on the grounds that it may be misleading since “such terms as 

game and player might suggest intentionality and a liberal humanist concept of the 

subject” (Bertens, 1996: 133) and, in its stead, adopts the term ‘genres of discourse’, 

which better conveys the relative impotence of the subject with regard to the 

discourses that shape him. In one of his later works, The Inhuman (1988/1991), 

Lyotard investigates what it means to be human in the postmodern age at greater 

length, focusing mainly on the dehumanising impact of capitalist technoscience and 

how  

 

                        the human is reduced to a technical product:  the sum of  its genes, the result  

                          of  its  upbringing,  the product of its  labour,  etc.  In this way,  the human is 

                          being   transformed  into   something   inhuman   by  the  capitalist  vanguard 

                          machine  that  drags  humanity   after  it,   dehumanising  it  in  the  drive  for  

                          ultimate efficiency.  Being explained,  the human ceases to have the capacity 

                                                 
43

 At one point in The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard criticizes this Baudrillardian idea, saying: “This 

breaking up of the grand narratives leads to what some authors analyze in terms of the dissolution of 

the social bond and the disintegration of [the] social [...] Nothing of the kind is happening: this point 

of view, it seems to me, is haunted by the paradisaic representation of a lost ‘organic’ society” 

(Lyotard, 1997: 15). 
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                          to be surprising or strange  and is reduced to just  another cog in the machine 

                          of  capitalism  [...]  the  inhuman  systems  of  capitalism  and  technology 

                        threaten  to  extinguish  anything  in the  human that is  not of value to 

                        them. (Malpas, 2006: 90-91) 

 
 

         Lyotard does not counter this “technological inhuman” (Malpas, 2006: 91) with 

a valorization of humanism, but rather with reference to another inhuman (this time 

used in a non-pejorative sense): “the uncanny strangeness of another inhuman that is 

a potential site of resistance” (Malpas, loc. cit). The epitome of this second type of 

inhuman is the unsocialised, unconditioned, unprogrammed child
44

 who is, by and 

large, exempt from the limitations of predetermined structures of thought and social 

conditioning: “The child, as a bundle of unsocialised wants and desires points to 

something within the human that is not determined wholly by the dominant genres 

that surround its development” (Malpas, 2006: 91).  

         It appears that there exists an obvious link between Lyotard’s ideas on 

postmodern science, the differend and the second type of the inhuman typified by the 

child: they all point the way to a potential site of resistance to domination. Another 

such  concept employed by Lyotard for similar ends is the ‘sublime,’ which finds its 

most elaborate expression in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant.
45

 The Kantian notion 

of the sublime is an aesthetic experience which is characterized by the feelings of 

awe, wonder and fear all at the same time and which involves “feelings so strong that 

they overwhelm our capacity to rationalize them” (Williams, 1998: 19). Lyotard 

regards the sublime as a disorienting experience which is indicative of the limits of 

human reason and understanding in that it demonstrates that “there are things that are 

impossible to present in available language games, voices that are silenced in culture, 

ideas that cannot be formulated in rational communication” (Malpas, 2006: 47). 

Lyotard associates the feeling of the sublime with avant-garde art, which strives to 

express the inexpressible by its shocking nature and deliberate disruption of all 

                                                 
44

 It should be pointed out that Lyotard’s valorization of the child differs from the Romantic 

idealization of the child in nineteenth century Romantic poetry, which finds its best expression in the 

line “the Child is father of  the Man” (Abrams, 1987: 1427) from the poem “My Heart Leaps Up” 

(1802) by William Wordsworth. 
45

 In his work The Critique of Judgement (1790), Kant postulates two forms of aesthetic experience: 

the beautiful and the sublime. While the former “is a feeling of harmony between oneself and [the] 

object”, the latter is a more complex feeling in which “one is simultaneously attracted and repelled by 

the object” (Malpas, 2006: 46).  
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literary and artistic conventions. With the employment of such concepts as the 

sublime, the differend and the inhuman, Lyotard tries to  

 

                        generate  ways  to  destabilize  and  disrupt   those  systematic  theories   that 

                          attempt to provide totalising and universal explanations [...] The primary aim 

                          of  Lyotard’s  writing is,  through these disruptions, to allow different voices 

                          and  new ways  of   thinking,  writing  and  acting  in  the  world  to  emerge.  

                          (Malpas, 2006: 103) 

 

 

         However, a number of critics, whom, among others, include Jürgen Habermas 

and Christopher Norris,
46

 have pointed out that whatever his original intention, the 

fact remains that Lyotard’s wholesale rejection of all universals and the principle of 

reason has ethical and political ramifications that undercut his postmodern politics 

and render him open to the criticism that his postmodern philosophy is, in the last 

analysis, aligned with neoconservative and neopragmatist strains of thought. 

Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that with its emphasis on plurality, heterogeneity 

and resistance to totalization, Lyotard’s philosophy highlights the fundamental 

importance of difference and remains to be a source of inspiration for those 

marginalized by and excluded from dominant discourses.  

 

1. 3. Fredric Jameson 

 

         Fredric Jameson (1934), who is widely acknowledged as “the foremost 

American Marxist critic” (Homer, 1998: 36), is a leading theorist that has been at the 

forefront of the attempts to assess the phenomenon of postmodernism and its 

profound implications for human culture and experience. A professor of French and 

Comparative Literature currently working at Duke University in North Carolina, 

Jameson has written on a remarkably broad range of subjects, which include, among 

others, architecture, art, cinema, literary theory, philosophy and economy. As 

opposed to the majority of postmodern theorists who reject macrotheory in favour of 

                                                 
46

 While Habermas believes that “Lyotard’s assault on the principle of reason is, ultimately, 

irrationalist and [...] neo-conservative” (Connor, 1997: 33), Christopher Norris remarks that “although 

Lyotard is sensitive to contemporary political problems, his work on the sublime precludes any 

meaningful political action” (Williams, 1998: 111). 
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a celebration of plurality and difference, Jameson has sought to utilize postmodern 

insights without abandoning his own Marxist conceptual framework. Jameson’s 

attempt to blend the contradictory positions of Marxism and postmodernism has met 

with an enthusiastic reception at the same time as it has come under attack, on the 

one hand, from old-style, orthodox Marxists and, on the other, from proponents of 

plurality who have decried Jameson’s adherence to a universalizing, historicizing and 

totalizing (therefore totalitarian) theoretical framework. Jameson has countered these 

attacks by denouncing “the baleful equation between a philosophical conception of 

totality and a political practice of totalitarianism” and by stressing the fact that 

“capital is admittedly a totalizing and systemic concept” (Jameson, 2000: 284), the 

analysis of which likewise requires a totalizing methodology.  

         Jameson’s works published prior to his involvement in debates on 

postmodernism, namely Marxism and Form (1971), The Prison-House of Language 

(1972) and The Political Unconscious (1981) not only established his reputation as a 

major Marxist literary critic, but also contributed to the rise of Marxist literary theory 

in the American academia. Jameson’s intervention in the postmodern debates in the 

1980s, which served to foreground the underlying economic conditions that paved 

the way for postmodernism, can be interpreted as an attempt, on the part of Jameson, 

“to reinscribe the question of the economic in these hitherto purely cultural and 

aesthetic debates” (Homer, 1998: 115). In his seminal article, “Postmodernism or, the 

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” (1984),
47

 which is without doubt “amongst the 

most influential statements on the nature of postmodernity” (Roberts, 2000: 4), 

Jameson defines postmodernism in terms of the transition from one stage of 

capitalism to another, asserting that postmodernism is the outgrowth of ‘late 

capitalism’, a notion borrowed from the Marxist economist Ernest Mandel,
48

 who 

identifies it as “the third stage, or moment in the evolution of capital” (Jameson, 

2009: 3). Drawing on the model put forward in Mandel’s book Late Capitalism 

(1972), Jameson contends that “there have been three fundamental moments in 

                                                 
47

 This article actually evolved out of an earlier article by Jameson entitled “Postmodernism and 

Consumer Society” (1983), which, after significant revisions, first appeared under its current title in 

the British journal New Left Review in 1984 and was later published as the first chapter of the book of 

the same title, Postmodernism  or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, in 1991. 
48

 For a detailed socioeconomic analysis of late capitalism, see Ernest Mandel’s book Late Capitalism 

(1972) . 
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capitalism”, namely “market capitalism, the monopoly stage or the stage of 

imperialism, and our own, wrongly called postindustrial, but what might be better 

termed multinational capital” (Jameson, 2009: 35). To put it another way, the three 

distinct phases of capitalism identified by Jameson (via Mandel) are 

 

                        market   capitalism,  characterized   by  the  growth  of  industrial  capital  in 

                          largely national markets  (this running from about 1700 to 1850);  monopoly 

                          capitalism,  which  is  identical  with  the  age of  imperialism,  during which 

                          markets   grew   into   world  markets,  organized  around  nation  states,  but 

                          depending  on  the  fundamental  exploitative  asymmetry  of  the  colonizing  

                          nations  and the colonized who provide both raw materials and cheap labour; 

                          and, most recently,  the postmodern phase of  multinational capitalism which 

                          is  marked by the exponential growth of  international  corporations  and  the 

                          consequent transcending of national boundaries. (Connor, 1997: 45) 

 

 

         In Jameson’s analysis, every one of the three phases of capitalism is brought 

about by a specific technological revolution and, in turn, gives rise to the emergence 

of a corresponding cultural dominant, or dominant cultural style. In other words, “to 

each stage corresponds a particular technology – steam (market), electricity and 

automobiles (monopoly), computers and nuclear power (multinational) – and also a 

cultural dominant – Realism in the case of market capitalism, Modernism in the case 

of imperialism” (Callinicos, 1992: 129) and postmodernism in the case of late 

capitalism. It should be pointed out, however, that in this Jamesonian model, realism, 

modernism and postmodernism are not to be understood in the strictly limited sense 

of the term as referring to a particular aesthetic style manifested in art, literature and 

other cultural productions – though they are certainly that, too – but rather in a 

broader sense as having a bearing on the totality of social life, the constitution of the 

human subject as well as its relations to the world. Writing against the main current 

in contemporary theory that tends to shun periodizing and causal perspectives on 

history, Jameson openly declares that postmodernism 

 

                        is not just another word for the description of  a particular style.  It is also, at 

                          least  in  my  use, a  periodizing  concept  whose  function is to  correlate the 

                          emergence of  new  formal  features in  culture with the emergence of  a new 

                          type of social life and a new economic order. (Jameson, 1998: 3) 
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         Thus, in keeping with the traditional Marxist tendency to accord a pre-

eminence to economy as the major social determinant, Jameson’s conception of 

postmodernism is “one which seeks to grasp it as the cultural dominant of the logic 

of late capitalism” rather than as “one (optional) style among many others available” 

(Jameson, 2009: 46). By establishing a causal link between postmodern culture and 

the economic system of late capitalism, Jameson endorses the Marxian base-

superstructure model,
49

 which shows that he is one of the few contemporary theorists 

“willing to hold on to the totalising claims of a traditional Marxism that identifies an 

economic base or mode of production as the unitary determinant of all social forms” 

(McGowan, 1994: 148). Consequently, for Jameson, postmodernism is inextricably 

linked to the economic and political system of late capitalism, or in Jameson’s words,  

 

                        this  whole  global  yet   American  postmodern  culture  is  the  internal  and  

                          superstructural  expression of  a  whole  new wave of  American military and 

                          economic  domination  throughout  the  world;  in this  sense,  as  throughout  

                          class  history,  the  underside of  culture is blood,  torture,  death  and  terror. 

                          (Jameson, 2009: 5) 

 

 

         Mandel’s tripartite model provides Jameson with “a Marxian alternative to non- 

or anti-Marxist theories of ‘consumer’ or ‘postindustrial’ society” (Jameson, 1997: 

xiv), thus allowing for his conceptualization of postmodernism as a structural 

transformation in the capitalist system rather than as a dramatic rupture in history 

that has rendered the Marxian critique of political economy obsolete.
50

 In point of 

fact, in Jameson’s view, “late capitalism, far from invalidating Marx’s analysis of 

capital, rather represents our current historical moment as a purer form of capitalism” 

(Homer, 1998: 108) in which the global expansion of capital has exceeded all limits 

                                                 
49

 In Marxist theory, economy is seen as the base, or infrastructure, that determines the superstructure, 

a term that encompasses all the social, political, religious, cultural institutions and practices in society, 

such as moral values, law, religion, education, philosophy, arts, literature, forms of entertainment, 

family structure, etc. As a rule, a change in the infrastructure brings about a change in the 

superstructure. 
50

 Jameson notes that theories of postindustrial society, like the one postulated by Daniel Bell, “have 

the ideological mission of demonstrating, to their own relief, that the new social formation in question 

no longer obeys the laws of classical capitalism, namely, the primacy of industrial production and the 

omnipresence of class struggle” (Jameson, 2009: 3) that used to govern the industrial society of the 

modern age. The notion of late capitalism, however, is “consistent with Marxism itself”, for it marks 

the current system’s “continuity with what preceded it rather than the break, rupture and mutation that 

concepts like ‘postindustrial society’ wished to underscore” (Ibid., p. xix). 
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and transcended all boundaries. Jameson enumerates the economic modifications that 

mark the advent of late capitalism as follows: 

 

                        competition and cooperation of  multinational corporations replacing the old  

                          imperialist  competition of  nation states;  the emergence of  an  international 

                          division of  labour  (and the dissolution of  national  proletarian solidarities); 

                          the  power  of  corporate  finance  (Second  and  Third  world  debts  and  the 

                          constitution  of  a  new global hegemony);  the development  of  increasingly 

                          sophisticated   communications   and   media  technology   (and   the  rise  of 

                          information  as a commodity);  computerization and automation. (Abbinnett, 

                          2003: 91) 

 

 

         In Jameson’s analysis, late capitalism is characterized by a decline in industrial 

production accompanied by the increasing centrality of finance capital, “a dizzying 

growth in international banking and the stock market” (Ritzer, 1997: 179), the rise of 

consumer culture, and the unprecedented proliferation of consumer products, the 

predominance of the mass media, advertising industry and information technologies. 

Assimilating the insights derived from postindustrial theorists into his own Marxist 

framework, Jameson portrays the postmodern world as one in which “global 

communication networks have facilitated the shift towards a knowledge-based 

economy and the proliferation of new image technologies has produced an entirely 

new range of moral, cultural and political effects” (Abbinnett, 2006: 33). Following 

Baudrillard, Jameson argues that the new technologies associated with the 

postmodern age, particularly the electronic media, namely television and computers, 

have given rise to a predominantly visual, image-dominated society characterized by 

“a new depthlessness which finds its prolongation in [...] a whole new culture of the 

image or the simulacrum” (Jameson, 2009: 6). Consequently, in the postmodern age, 

“profound meanings, deep interpretations have been replaced by surfaces which play 

among themselves in the centreless space of global media” (Ward, 2003: 186). 

According to Jameson, the disappearance of depth, whether it be emotional, 

intellectual or transcendent depth, is a characteristic feature of postmodernism that 

manifests itself not only in aesthetic productions, which, Jameson notes, have 

become increasingly shallow indeed, but also in the existential experience of human 
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beings. The epitome, for Jameson, of the replacement of depth by surface is 

television: 

 

                        The television screen  [...]  represent[s]  the  perfect object  for  this new era.  

                          The pure  immanence  of  its  unreflecting  surface has  come to  replace  any 

                          sense of  depth,  reflexivity  and transcendence. [...]  television  provides  the 

                          perfect   figure    for   that   new   world  of   communication   networks   and 

                          cyberspace  in which isolated individuals  are plugged into  their own control  

                          panels  and divorced  from  any contact with reality unless, and in so far as it  

                          is simulated on the screen in front of them. (Homer, 1998: 112-113) 

 

 

         As evident from the quotation above, Jameson stresses the primarily visual 

nature of the postmodern society, which “ranges everything before the eye” (Roberts, 

2000: 128) and the predominance of “the logic of the simulacrum” which involves 

the “transformation of older realities into television images” (Jameson, 2009: 46). 

The emphasis Jameson places on television bears witness to the fact that “the 

postmodern engagement with the virtualizing powers of technological capitalism 

finds a certain resonance in Jameson’s writing” (Abbinnett, 2006, 34). In this regard, 

Jameson comes close to endorsing Baudrillard’s theory concerning simulation and 

hyperreality except that he neither goes so far as to suggest that reality is, to all 

intents and purposes, lost beyond retrieval, nor loses sight of the economic base that 

has ushered in the era of hyperreality. Jameson repeatedly highlights the fact that the 

pervasive depthlessness which is symptomatic of the image-based postmodern 

culture has permeated all cultural productions, and, in such articles as “Reading 

Without Interpretation: Postmodernism and the Videotext” (1987), he focuses his 

attention on the analysis of the video – or videotext as he puts it – which, in his view, 

“can lay some claim to being postmodernism’s most distinctive new medium” 

(Jameson, 2009: xv). One point worth noting is that even though “Jameson makes 

little attempt to hide his disgust at the shallowness of postmodern artefacts” (Ward, 

2003: 68), in the last analysis, he “refuses to condemn the productions of postmodern 

culture altogether”
51

 (Connor, 1997: 48). In fact, Jameson makes it a point to 

                                                 
51

 Jameson does not look down on all postmodern cultural productions; he even claims that “the most 

energetic postmodernist texts” may have the power to “afford us some glimpse into a postmodern or 

technological sublime” (Jameson, 2009: 37).  As a matter of fact, Jameson remarks that he is “a 

relatively enthusiastic consumer of postmodernism, at least of some parts of it: I like the architecture 
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underline that he does not intend to pass a moral judgement on postmodernism. 

Rather than condemning postmodernism as a catastrophe, he accepts postmodernism 

as a historical phenomenon, a stage in the development of humanity, in much the 

same way as “Marx affirms capitalism even while deploring it because capitalism 

provides new opportunities that are the seeds of the future” (McGowan, 1994: 158). 

         Following on from the insights provided by the Marxist critics Georg Lukacs 

and Theodor Adorno, Jameson argues that the two interrelated phenomena of 

commodification and reification,
52

 both of which “involve the substitution for human 

relationships of thing-like ones” (Roberts, 2000: 39), are crucial to the understanding 

of postmodern culture. Jameson believes that 

 

                        reification  is even more  important to an understanding  of  the world  today 

                          than it was when Lukacs formulated it in the 1930s  because he considers the 

                          triumph of global late capitalism – the failure of Communism and the spread 

                          of  capitalism all over the world  – to have involved  a  more  comprehensive 

                          commodification   than   ever   before.   This   turning  of   everything  into  a 

                          commodity  which is something particularly evident in the worlds of  art and 

                          culture,  is  precisely  reification,  the  thingifying  of  all human creative and 

                          relational abilities. (Roberts, 2000: 40) 

 

 

         Thus, for Jameson, late capitalism involves “a prodigious expansion of capital 

into hitherto uncommodified areas” (Jameson, 2009: 36), and, in this sense, signifies 

the ultimate triumph of capital over human life along with “the final colonization of 

the last enclaves of resistance to commodification: the Third World,
53

 the 

Unconscious and the aesthetic” (Homer, 1998: 108). According to Jameson, “the 

colonization of the unconscious by capitalism” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 184) has 

                                                                                                                                          
[...] the music is not bad to listen to, or the poetry to read; the novel is the weakest of the newer 

cultural areas and is considerably excelled by its narrative counterparts in film and video” (Jameson, 

2009:  298). 
52

 Reification, which literally means “the transformation of a person, process or abstract concept into a 

thing” (Roberts, 2000: 39) is used virtually interchangeably with commodification, which also refers 

to the transformation of a non-commodity (a person, a human relationship, an artistic or literary 

production) into a commodity that can be bought and sold. 
53

 By the final colonization of the Third world, Jameson is referring to the ways in which “Third 

World culture is co-opted by the global economic system” (Homer, 1998: 169), particularly to “the 

great (but far from benign) transformation of Third World agriculture via the importation of First 

World tecniques of crop specialization, First World fertilizers and pesticides, and First World 

machinery which was supposed to liberate the Third World from the perpetual threat of famine”, but 

which resulted in “the destruction of local economies (not to mention local ways of living)” 

(Buchanan, 2006: 85). 
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been achieved by way of the ubiquitous mass media, advertising industry and 

information technologies which penetrate all realms of life, including the innermost 

thoughts, fears and desires of human beings. In a way that seems to echo 

Baudrillard’s writings on television, Jameson contends that it is particularly 

television that has “ultimately plundered the enclave of the unconscious” by 

“coloniz[ing] our attention, our very consciousness and derealiz[ing] the world into 

the bargain” (Buchanan, 2006: 86). Another sphere that has been colonized by the 

inexorable expansion of capital is the aesthetic realm of art and literature, which, at 

least to a certain degree, used to retain a sort of semi-autonomy in the previous phase 

of capitalism that, in Jameson’s scheme, corresponds to the age of modernism. 

Jameson stresses that, in the postmodern age, “all of aesthetic production has become 

part and parcel of commodity production” (Zima, 1999: 111), resulting in “the 

erosion of the older distinction between high culture and so-called mass or popular 

culture [...] to the point where the line between high art and commercial forms seems 

increasingly difficult to draw” (Jameson, 1998: 2). Thus, Jameson draws attention to  

 

                        the  emergence of  new kinds of  texts infused with the forms, categories and 

                          contents of  that very culture  industry so passionately  denounced by  all the 

                          ideologues  of  the  modern
54

 [...] The  postmodernisms  have,  in  fact,  been 

                          fascinated  precisely  by  this  whole  “degraded”  landscape  of  schlock and 

                          kitsch, of  TV series and Reader’s Digest  culture, of advertising and motels, 

                          of the late show and the grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called paraliterature, 

                          with  its  airport   paperback  categories  of   the  gothic  and  the  romance ... 

                          (Jameson, 2009: 2) 

 

 

         Indeed, it is with some alarm that Jameson notes the increasingly commercial 

and ecclectic nature of postmodern cultural productions which, he believes, is 

manifested in their tendency to resort to the technique of pastiche, i. e. “a superficial 

cutting and pasting of ready-made images and styles” (Ward, 2003: 67). According 

to Jameson, pastiche, which “mixes references in a hollow empty spectacle” (Ibid., p. 

25) lacks the higher motives of parody, which is characterized by a critical impulse 

that is reflective of an endeavour to effect a transformation for the better, an 

                                                 
54

 Jameson is referring here to the critique of the culture industry put forward by Frankfurt school 

theorists Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in such works as Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/ 

1972). 
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endeavour that has no place in the late capitalist society. In fact, for Jameson, one of 

the dire consequences of the relentless spread of commodification is what he terms as 

“the abolition of critical distance” (McGowan, 1994: 156), which refers to one’s 

inability to retain an oppositional stance from which to direct criticisms at the 

dominant culture of late capitalism. In other words, an important feature of “the 

distinctive logic of late capitalism is the impossibility of maintaining an effective 

critical distance from its institutions and values”
55

 (West, 2004: 208). So, it naturally 

follows that Jameson views “the postmodern world as a realm in which no 

meaningful politics can exist” (Homer, 1998: 145). Given his emphasis on 

depthlessness, commodification and the loss of critical distance, it is far from 

surprising that the picture of the postmodern world painted by Jameson is one of 

absolute standardization, sameness, uniformity and conformity, which is reflective of 

the uniform and homogeneous mass culture and the completely standardized global 

market. Thus, in marked contrast to many other contemporary theorists who 

associate the postmodern with plurality, heterogeneity and diversity, Jameson 

believes that “late capitalism has squeezed the world into a single system which 

neutralizes individual and cultural difference” (Ward, 2003: 187) and which leaves 

no room for change. Thus,  

 

                        contrary  to  postmodernism’s  celebration of  difference,  heterogeneity  and 

                          radical otherness,  argues Jameson, social life has never been so standardized 

                          and the stream of  human, social  and historical temporality has never flowed 

                          quite  so  homogeneously.  As Jameson puts  it, we  are now in a  situation in 

                          which the  sheer  momentum of  change  slides into its  opposite,  into stasis. 

                          The  deeper logic of  postmodernism is  that while everything is submitted to 

                          the change of  fashion,  the image and  the media, nothing fundamentally can 

                          any longer change. (Homer, 1998: 147) 

 

 

                                                 
55

 It should be noted, however, that Jameson does not mean to say that all cultural productions created 

today are equally devoid of critical impulse and manifest the same pastiched depthlessness to exactly 

the same degree. What Jameson is doing is identifying the main features of “the dominant cultural 

logic or hegemonic norm” in the late capitalist society and he does acknowledge the fact that there 

may be exceptions to the rule, saying: “I am very far from feeling that all cultural production today is 

‘postmodern’ in the broad sense I will be conferring on this term. The postmodern is, however, the 

force field in which very different kinds of cultural impulses [...] must make their way” (Jameson, 

2009: 6). 
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         In fact, Jameson wonders “how it is possible for the most standardized and 

uniform social reality in history” to be promoted as the epitome “of absolute 

diversity and of the most unimaginable and unclassifiable forms of human freedom” 

(Jameson, 1998: 72), and he goes on to stress the fact that the oppressive 

standardization imposed on individuals in the late capitalist society curtails their 

freedom as never before. As Ernest Mandel puts it in his book Late Capitalism,  

 

                        to the captive individual, whose entire life is subordinated to the laws of  the 

                          market  not only (as in the 19th century) in the sphere of production, but also 

                          in the sphere of consumption, recreation, culture, art, education and personal 

                          relations, it appears it is impossible to break out of  the social prison. ‘Every- 

                          day experience’  reinforces  and internalizes the neo-fatalist  ideology of  the 

                          immutable nature of the late capitalist social order. (Mandel, 1993: 502)  
 

 

         From another point of view, however, Jameson’s analysis of the impact of 

postmodernism on the individual and on the constitution of human subjectivity is in 

perfect accordance with postmodern theories in general in that, like a great many 

postmodern theorists, Jameson asserts that the postmodern age has brought about 

“the death of the subject itself – the end of the autonomous monad or ego or 

individual” as well as “the decentring of that formerly centred subject or psyche” 

(Jameson, 2009: 14). According to Jameson, the end of the human subject has 

resulted in the obliteration of all indications of individuality such as a unique 

personal identity and a distinctive individual style, which are now things of the past. 

Furthermore, Jameson goes on to argue that “the end of the bourgeois ego or monad, 

no doubt, brings with it the end of the psychopathologies of that ego”, such as 

hysteria and neurosis which used to be widespread in Freud’s day as well as “those 

canonical expriences of radical isolation and solitude, anomie, private revolt, Van 

Gogh type madness which dominated the period of high modernism” (Jameson, loc. 

cit.). So, in Jameson’s view, concepts such as anxiety and alienation are not relevant 

to the postmodern world any longer; in fact, the same thing may be said of all kinds 

of feelings in general because, for Jameson,  

 

                        the liberation, in contemporary society, from the older anomie of the centred 

                          subject may also mean not  merely a liberation from anxiety,  but a liberation 
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                          from  every  other  kind  of  feeling  as well,  since  there is  no  longer  a self 

                          present  to  do the feeling.  This  is  not  to say that  cultural  products  of  the 

                          postmodern era are utterly  devoid of  feeling, but rather that such  feelings –  

                          which it may be better and more accurate,  following  J. F. Lyotard,
56

  to call 

                          intensities  –  are now free floating and impersonal and tend to be dominated  

                          by a peculiar kind of euphoria. (Jameson, 2009: 15) 

 

 

         Hence, postmodernism is characterized by what Jameson terms as “the waning 

of affect”
57

 (Ibid., p. 10); in other words, a decline in emotional content, which, 

however, should not be taken to mean that “affect no longer has any part to play in 

postmodernity nor that postmodernity is somehow wiped clean of all feelings [and] 

emotions”, but rather that “such feelings have been shattered as the subject itself has 

into countless, free floating and impersonal intensities” (Buchanan, 2006: 93). As a 

result, not only do people feel estranged from their own emotions, but they 

experience a series of impersonal and fragmentary intensities which can be described 

as schizophrenic. In point of fact, Jameson believes that Lacan’s account of 

schizophrenia
58

 best describes the subject’s experience of reality in the postmodern 

world where reality is no longer experienced as a coherent whole, but instead as a 

series of unrelated fragments that cannot be unified into an ordered, coherent 

sequence. In Lacanian terminology, schizophrenia – which, it should be noted, 

Jameson uses “in a descriptive rather than a clinical sense” (Homer, 1998: 105) – is 

defined in terms of a language disorder that “emerges from the failure of the infant to 

enter fully into the realm of speech and language” (Sarup, 1993: 146). According to 

Lacan, schizophrenia is marked by a failure in the subject’s organization of time and 

the resulting discontinuity in the experience of temporality which issues from the 

subject’s inability to unify its past, present and future into a meaningful whole:  

 

                        For  Lacan,  the   experience   of   temporality,  human  time,  past,   present, 

                                                 
56

 Here Jameson is referring to the ideas put forward in Lyotard’s book Libidinal Economy (1974/ 

1993). 
57

 “‘Affect’ is a term used by psychiatrists and psychoanalysists to refer to emotion, as in ‘being 

affected by’ something. It is assumed that this is a fundamental part of existing as a normal social 

being, because it is how we make sense of our own experiences, and – crucially – how we empathize 

with the experiences of those around us” (Nicol, 2009: 184). 
58

 Lacan describes schizophrenia as “a breakdown in the signifying chain”, as a result of which “the 

schizophrenic is reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers, or a series of pure and unrelated 

presents in time” (Jameson, 2009: 26).  
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                          memory,  the persistence of  personal  identity is an effect of  language.  It is 

                          because  language  has a past and a  future,  because  the  sentence  moves in 

                          time  that  we  can  have  what  seems to us a concrete  or lived experience of 

                          time.  But,  since  the  schizophrenic  does not know language  articulation in  

                          that  way,  he  or  she  does  not  have an experience of  temporal  continuity, 

                          either, but is condemned to live in a perpetual present with which the various  

                          moments of his  or  her past have little  connection and for  which there is no 

                          future on the horizon. (Sarup, 1993: 146-147) 

 

 

         Hence, in the postmodern age, the fragmentation of the subject is accompanied 

by a corresponding fragmentation of temporal continuity which coincides with the 

Lacanian account of schizophrenia. Having lost “its capacity to organize its past and 

future into a coherent experience” (Jameson, 2009: 25), the postmodern subject is 

“condemned to live in a perpetual, always discontinuous present” (Bertens, 1996: 

163). Jameson also points out that the immersion of the subject in a perpetual present 

and its failure to locate itself in time results in the loss of the sense of history, both in 

terms of the subject’s own biographical history and in terms of historical awareness 

in a broader sense. As a result, in the postmodern age, “we now live in a dangerously 

short-sighted perpetual present in which the society has lost its ability to know its 

own past” (Ward, 2003: 186). According to Jameson, the past is reduced to nothing 

other than “a vast collection of images, a multitudinous photographic simulacrum” 

(Jameson, 2009: 18) devoid of depth and meaning as manifested in the nostalgia 

films
59

 which “offer mere pastiches of a historical past nostalgically reduced [...] to a 

source of glossy, retro-style images” (Callinicos, 1992: 128).  

         Jameson maintains that the more fragmented and discontinuous one’s 

experience of the world becomes, the more difficult it gets to have a hold on reality 

which is experienced as something overwhelming, something that can never be fully 

grasped. To put it another way,  

 

                        postmodern    culture,    with    its    endless     projection   of    disconnected, 

                          decontextualized   images,  breaks  down  the  systematic  underpinnings   of  

                          meaning  and Jameson  can only conclude that  poststructuralist  celebrations 

                          of  the  random  and  the  heterogeneous  may  reinforce  this  larger  cultural 

                          dynamic.  [...]  The problem of  late  capitalism’s  total system is  that it is so 

                          large  and  so  complex  that  the  subject  can no longer think the impossible  

                                                 
59

 What Jameson calls nostalgia films are films set in a former historical period. Jameson cites George 

Lucas’s American Graffiti (1973), which  is set in the 1950s America, as an example of such films. 
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                          totality of the contemporary world system. (McGowan, 1994: 156) 

 

 

         For Jameson, it is increasingly difficult for the postmodern subject to make 

sense of the world around him and to mentally grasp, in its totality, the complex 

dynamics of the contemporary late capitalist system and the huge global networks of 

power that control his life. So, “Jameson presents us with an image of postmodernity 

in which people are adrift in and unable to comprehend the multinational capitalist 

system or the explosively growing culture in which they live” (Ritzer, 1997: 184). 

For Jameson, the inability to comprehend the world in its totality brings with it a new 

sense of spatial disorientation since “the world, in all its postmodern complexity has 

exceeded our capacity to decide our place in it” (Buchanan, 2006: 101). Jameson 

highlights the fact that a significant modification has taken place in the subject’s 

experience of space
60

 – as is the case with time – and he devotes a considerable 

amount of attention to the analysis of the spatial dynamics of the new ‘postmodern 

hyperspace’ in which “our now postmodern bodies are bereft of spatial coordinates” 

(Jameson, 2009: 48). Postmodern hyperspace is described by Jameson as 

disorienting, chaotic, unrepresentable, unmappable and involving “an alarming 

disjunction between our sense and perception of our bodies and their immediate 

situation and the surrounding built environment” (Homer, 1998: 134). Jameson 

views postmodern architecture as the medium that best embodies this new mutation 

in our spatial experience stemming from our inability to position ourselves in space. 

In order to illustrate the idea of postmodern hyperspace, Jameson describes the sense 

of spatial disorientation that overwhelmed him when he stepped inside a certain 

postmodern building, namely the Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles designed by the 

postmodern architect John Portman: 

 

                        A popular building, visited by both locals and tourists,  entering it, according 

                          to  Jameson, is a  disorientating  experience in  itself.  It  is  hard to  find  the  

                          entrances  (the  one  Jameson  used  seems  to go  round  the  back  and up  a 

                          walkway), and you can readily find yourself in a part of the building you did 

                          not intend to be in.  Once inside, you might struggle to find  your way to  the  

                          reception desk as various passages  (and apparently a shortage of signs) send  

                                                 
60

 An important influence on Jameson’s conception of postmodern space is Henri Lefebvre’s book The 

Production of Space (1974/1991). 



 56 

                          you  drifting in the wrong  direction.  [...]  Jameson finds that in this uncanny  

                          space you are literally swept along by corridors and lifts. The building seems 

                          able  to  take over,  making  you  feel passive  and  complacent  as  you  drift  

                          around trying to take it all in.  You lose your sense of  perspective and place. 

                          [...]  In these ways, the Bonaventure is taken to be symptomatic of the whole 

                          global postmodern experience. (Ward, 2003: 188)   

 

 

         Hence, Jameson sees the disorienting impact of postmodern buildings like the 

Bonaventure Hotel as symbolic of the disorientation experienced by the individual on 

a greater scale. For Jameson, “the confusion of inside and outside, of front and back, 

of height and depth that the hotel creates” (Homer, 1998: 135) is characteristic of 

postmodern spatiality in general which  confounds our sense of space, crippling our 

capacity to decide our place in the global totality of the late capitalistic system. In 

other words, according to Jameson,  

 

                        the   latest  mutation  in   space   –   postmodern  hyperspace   –   has   finally 

                          succeeded  in  transcending  the  capacities of  the  individual human body to  

                          locate itself, to organize its immediate surroundings perceptually and to map 

                          cognitively  its  position in a mappable  external  world.  And I have  already 

                          suggested  that  this  alarming  disjunction  between  the  body  and  its  built  

                          environment  [...]  can  itself  stand as the symbol and  analogue of  that even 

                          sharper  dilemma, which is the incapacity of our minds, at least at present, to 

                          map   the   great   global,    multinational   and   decentred   communicational  

                          networks  in  which   we   find   ourselves   caught   as   individual   subjects.  

                          (Jameson, 1998: 15-16) 

 

 

         The predominance of spatial issues in Jameson’s work is closely related to his 

belief that as long as people fail to recover the reference points that will enable them 

to orient themselves in relation to the global totality of multinational capitalism, they 

will never be able to comprehend the increasingly disorienting and confusing social 

reality in which they live. In other words, for Jameson, “what is desperately needed, 

if we do not want our critical faculties to disappear in a postmodern black hole, is a 

representational effort that will [...] allow us to get a handle on that elusive 

postmodern reality” (Bertens, 1996: 172). Jameson proposes a new model of spatial 

politics called cognitive mapping,
61

 which, he believes, can give us, at least to a 

                                                 
61

 Cognitive mapping, which should not be understood as a representation in the mimetic sense, is a 

term in psychology referring to “the mental patterns people construct as a means of apprehending the 

world around them” (Roberts, 2000: 141).  
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certain extent, a sense of our place in the postmodern world. Jameson adopts the 

concept of cognitive mapping from the work of the urban planner Kevin Lynch, 

specifically from his book The Image of the City (1960), in which Lynch draws 

attention to people’s tendency to “develop cognitive maps of their urban 

environments which enable them to negotiate, navigate and conceptualize their urban 

spaces” (Homer, 1998: 138). Lynch also maintains that the amount of alienation felt 

by the inhabitants of a city is in direct proportion to the unmappability of that city. 

Drawing on Lynch’s analysis, Jameson underscores the need for such cognitive 

mapping on a global scale that will “endow the individual subject with some 

heightened sense of its place in the global system” (Jameson, 2009: 54). In 

Jameson’s words, 

 

                        the conception of  cognitive mapping  proposed here,  therefore,  involves an 

                          exploration of Lynch’s spatial analysis to the realm of social structure, that is  

                          to say,  to the totality  of  class  relations on a global multinational scale.  [...]  

                          The incapacity to  map socially is  as crippling  to political  experience as the 

                          analogous  incapacity  to map  spatially  is  for  urban experience.  It  follows 

                          that  an aesthetic of  cognitive  mapping,  in this sense,  is  an integral part of  

                          any socialist political project. (Jameson, 2000: 282-283) 

 

 

         Jameson believes that only by forming a mental map of our sociopolitical 

environment can we recover from our incapacitated state, “begin to grasp our 

positioning as individual and collective subjects and regain a capacity to act and 

struggle which is at present neutralized by our spatial as well as social confusion” 

(Jameson, 2009: 54). One interesting point worth mentioning concerns Jameson’s 

proposition that the theme of conspiracy, or conspiracy theory – which, he notes, has 

come to dominate popular films and novels over the past few decades  – can be 

regarded as an unsuccessful attempt at cognitive mapping. Jameson’s proposition 

rests on the claim that conspiracy theory functions as a means of overcoming 

disorientation in the postmodern world by establishing links and connections 

between seemingly unconnected events, and thus serves to satisfy the need for an 

overarching framework within which the individual can position himself. As such, 

Jameson suggests that “conspiracy theory (and its garrish narrative manifestations) 



 58 

must be seen as a degraded attempt [...] to think the impossible totality of the 

contemporary world system” (Jameson, 2009: 38).    

         In conclusion, Jameson, on the whole, draws a rather bleak picture of the 

postmodern world, which is characterized by a pervasive depthlessness, the 

predominance of  the image and the logic of the simulacrum, the relentless spread of 

commodification to all realms of life, an oppressive standardization and 

homogenization, the collapse of critical distance, the waning of emotion and 

historicity, an increasing psychic fragmentation as well as temporal and spatial 

disorientation. Notwithstanding his pessimistic analyses, Jameson preserves his 

belief in “that irrepressible impulse to the utopian”
62

 (Connor, 1997: 50) which 

makes it possible to imagine change even in the worst of circumstances, and that is 

the main reason why his own writings are concerned, more than anything, with 

exploring the possibility of a politics of human emancipation relevant to the 

contemporary era. 
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 The concept of utopia occupies a privileged place in Jameson’s writings as evident from the fact 

that one of his latest books, namely The Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire called Utopia 

(2005), is entirely devoted to the subject. 
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                                         CHAPTER 2 

 

WHITE NOISE AND THE DELILLOIAN DESERT OF THE REAL 

 

         Don DeLillo (1936), the author of fifteen novels, four major plays, not to 

mention a number of short stories published over a span of almost four decades, is 

one of the masters of American fiction who is renowned for his acute renderings of 

contemporary American life, particularly his incisive portrayal of “the textures of 

postmodern experience, of daily life in the midst of images, commodities and 

conspiracies” (Maltby, 2003: 65). Born into a large, working-class Italian-American 

family in the Bronx, New York City, DeLillo received a B.A. degree in 

communication arts from Fordham University in 1958, following which he worked 

as a copywriter at an advertising agency for several years. In 1971, DeLillo published 

his first novel Americana, which concerns a network television executive who sets 

off on a journey across the country to shoot a documentary film recording his search 

for the real America as well as for an authentic identity. Although DeLillo published 

six more novels in the course of the following eleven years, it was only in 1984, with 

the publication of his eighth novel White Noise that he managed to reach a popular 

readership and finally came to be better known outside of academic circles. White 

Noise, which won the National Book Award in 1985, established DeLillo as a 

leading novelist who ranks with such canonical contemporary writers as  Philip Roth 

and Thomas Pynchon, who is “named by Tony Tanner as DeLillo’s precursor” on the 

grounds of the affinities DeLillo’s literary universe bears with “Pynchon’s cosmos of 

paranoia, indispensible waste, plastic consumerism”
1
 (Bloom, 2003: 1). Libra 

(1988), the fictional account of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, 

which is generally acknowledged as “an example of what Linda Hutcheon has 

termed historiographic metafiction”
2
 (Douglas, 2002: 104); the Pen/Faulkner Award 

winning Mao II (1991), which centres on a reclusive American writer who puts an 

                                                 
1
 According to Tony Tanner, “DeLillo is engaged in a prolonged and repetitious quoting, or 

reworking, of Pynchon (for whose work he has stated his admiration)” (Tanner, 2003: 138). 
2
 “Linda Hutcheon has coined the term ‘historiographic metafiction’ to characterize contemporary 

fictions that both instantiate one or multiple narrative histories and simultaneously question the terms 

of their own making” (O’Donnell, 2010: 23).  
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end to his self-imposed isolation in order to make an attempt to save a fellow writer 

taken hostage by Middle Eastern terrorists in Beirut, and Underworld (1997), a 

colossal book of over eight hundred pages spanning fifty years of Cold War 

American history, which, through its protagonist who is a waste engineer searching 

for places to store nuclear and toxic waste, uses the metaphor of waste to present a 

critical examination of the consumerist American society, have consolidated 

DeLillo’s position as one of not only America’s but the world’s greatest novelists.  

         White Noise, which, of all DeLillo novels, has won the greatest amount of 

critical acclaim, “potray[s] the anomie of an America cosseted by material excess 

and stupefied by empty mass culture” (Kuiper, et. al, 1995: 313). Set in a fictional 

small town called Blacksmith in an unspecified region of the United States in the 

early 1980s, White Noise, which is made up of three parts entitled “Waves and 

Radiation,” “The Airborne Toxic Event” and “Dylarama,” is the story of Jack 

Gladney, a middle-aged professor and the chair of the department of Hitler studies – 

a discipline invented by Jack himself – at the College-on-the-Hill. Jack, who has 

been married five times, lives with his last wife Babette and several of their children 

from previous marriages, namely Jack’s cynical adolescent son Heinrich and 

sensitive younger daughter Steffie – both of whom are from different marriages, – 

Babette’s assertive eleven-year-old daughter Denise and youngest child Wilder, 

whose delayed language development implies that he may be slightly retarded. The 

novel, which is narrated by Jack in the first person, depicts numerous scenes from the 

Gladney family’s everyday life, including their regular excursions to the supermarket 

and the shopping mall, the daily exchanges between family members during meals, 

Jack’s conversations with his wife Babette as well as with his friend and colleague 

Murray Jay Siskind – who is a visiting lecturer on popular culture at the College-on-

the-Hill – on the subjects of television, supermarkets, life and death. Jack and 

Babette’s mundane existence is haunted by a  pervasive fear of death that manifests 

itself in their obsession with the question “who will die first” which frequently comes 

up in their daily conversations. Their fear of death intensifies when a train accident 

causes a toxic chemical spill, an “airborne toxic event”, which leads to the 

evacuation of the whole town of Blacksmith. Along with the other townspeople, the 

Gladneys are forced to stay away from their home for about ten days, during which 
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time Jack learns that he has been exposed to the deadly chemical, Nyodene D., as a 

result of which he may develop cancer in the forthcoming years. Though far from a 

verified fact, this possibility intensifies Jack’s fear of death, leading him to have 

frequent check-ups. In the meantime, a parallel story unfolds concerning Jack’s 

discovery that Babette is secretly taking an experimental drug called Dylar, which is 

supposed to alleviate fear of death. After learning from Denise that Babette is 

secretly taking some pills which she keeps hidden away in the house, Jack questions 

Babette, who, at first, denies this fact. Presently, Jack takes a sample of the pills to 

the university to get it analyzed by a scientist called Winnie Richards, who can give 

him little information except that it is a kind of advanced drug that affects the brain. 

Eventually Jack is able to force a confession out of Babette, who says that her 

obsessive fear of death has driven her to take Dylar, an unlicenced drug which she 

has been able to obtain in return for having sex with the Dylar project manager, 

whose identity she refuses to reveal. Having learnt the man’s name (Willie Mink) 

and whereabouts from Winnie Richards, Jack goes off to find Mink – both in order to 

get some Dylar for himself and to avenge himself on Mink for taking advantage of 

his wife – carrying the gun his father-in-law, quite coincidentally and unaware of his 

intentions, has recently given him. Ultimately, Jack shoots Willie Mink twice and 

himself gets shot in the process, following which he has a change of mind and saves 

the man’s life by taking him to a nearby hospital managed by several German nuns, 

who, to his suprise, turn out to be atheists. 

         White Noise, which portrays one year in the life of Jack Gladney against the 

backdrop of the consumerist, tehcnologized, media-saturated late twentieth century 

America, is widely hailed as “DeLillo’s canonically postmodern novel” (Lucy, 1998: 

179). It may come as a surprise to some that “White Noise is routinely cited as an 

important postmodern novel [...] despite having none of the technical or structural 

innovations” (Millard, 2000: 122) that characterize the majority of postmodern 

fiction such as self-reflexivity, pastiche, intertextuality and metafiction. One point 

worth stressing here is that DeLillo’s “postmodernism operates chiefly at the level of 

content rather than form” (Nicol, 2009: 185). In other words, rather than a 

postmodern writer in the formal sense, DeLillo is “a pathologist of postmodernism” 

whose work “obsessively analyzes the contemporary moment” (Douglas, 2002: 104). 
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As a matter of fact, DeLillo’s “claim[ing] American postmodernity as his subject 

matter” and “his treatment of such issues as media culture, advertising [...] 

conspicuous consumption” (Duvall, 2006: 117) have led some critics to view 

DeLillo’s status as a writer as somehow akin to that of a cultural critic and to regard 

his work as ‘ficto-criticism,’
3
 that is the kind of “writing which uses fiction explicitly 

to analyse cultural and social patterns as an alternative to ‘pure’ theory” (Nicol, 

2009: 184). Hence, 

 

                        critics  respond  to  DeLillo’s  work  not simply  for its  aesthetic  merits  but  

                          because of  its  status  as  ‘ficto-criticism’.  As  his  comments  in  interviews 

                          attest, the author himself is quite comfortable with this view of him as public  

                          intellectual rather than just private author,  as he is deeply interested in ideas. 

                          (Ibid., p. 191) 

 

 

         So, there is a consensus of opinion among critics that DeLillo’s novels have “a 

critical edge”
4
 (McClure, 1999: 99), which is particularly evident in White Noise, 

where DeLillo presents a penetrating “critique of image culture and consumer 

capitalism as fostered by televisual simulacra” (Cowart, 2003a: 71). Thus, ‘ficto-

criticism’ is indeed a fitting term for the mode of writing practised by Don DeLillo, 

for  

 

                        it is the  sort of  mode that marks  writers  who conceive their  vocation as an 

                          act of  cultural criticism;  who invent in order to intervene;  whose  work is a  

                          kind of  anatomy, an effort  to  represent  their culture in its totality; and who 

                          desire  to  move readers  to the view  that the shape  and fate of  their  culture  

                          dictates the shape and fate of the self. (Lentricchia, 1999: 2) 

 

 

         DeLillo’s status as an incisive critic of contemporary American culture is 

nowhere more evident than in White Noise, which is undoubtedly DeLillo’s most 

                                                 
3
 In addition to Don DeLillo, Bret Easton Ellis (an American writer of the younger generation) and the 

British writer J. G. Ballard are also cited as writers whose work can be regarded as ficto-criticism, for  

like those of DeLillo, the works of Ellis and Ballard, which are considered postmodern in terms of 

content rather than form, also explore the postmodern condition. “Indeed Ballard and DeLillo in 

particular have been regarded as theorists-by-proxy themselves” (Nicol, 2009: 184). 
4
 In fact, a certain critic (Bruce Bawer) complains that DeLillo’s novels are too theorectical, and he 

particularly likens White Noise to a “masterfully contrived piece of argumentation” where characters 

needlessly “engage in dialectic and deliver endless monologues about the novel’s major themes” 

(Bawer, 2003: 24). 
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profound examination of “the malaise of postmodern culture” (Phillips, 2003: 118) 

and its impact on the individuals who live in it. White Noise addresses a wide range 

of subjects, including simulation, hyperreality, consumerism, commodification, 

information overload, the pervasiveness of technology, the collapse of metanarratives 

and science, all of which have been identified as the distinctive features of the 

postmodern condition by theorists of postmodernism, such as Jean Baudrillard, Jean-

François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson. 

 

2. 1. American Simulacra 

 

         One of DeLillo’s chief preoccupations in White Noise is to foreground the loss 

of the sense of reality in contemporary American culture so much so that the novel 

appears “to be a fictional working out of the theoretical discourse associated with 

Jean Baudrillard” (Douglas, 2002: 104). In point of fact, one of the writers of an 

introductory book on Baudrillard
5
 has gone so far as to claim that “White Noise is 

perhaps the book that critics would like to have seen instead of Baudrillard’s 

America”,
6
 for not only do they “cover much of the same cultural territory”, but 

“DeLillo’s descriptions of postmodern American society” (Lane, 2009: 126) are 

more accurate compared to Baudrillard’s. In America, Baudrillard describes the 

United States “as the apotheosis of a new age of technological futility and simulated 

reality” (Bradbury, 1992: 207), declaring it to be the country “in which all the 

tendencies towards hyperreality and simulation he had earlier described are most 

fully realized” (Callinicos, 1992: 146). This, indeed, is the very impression conveyed 

by DeLillo in White Noise, which engages recurrently with the theme of simulation 

and “an attendant effacement of reference, origin and context” (Schweighauser, 

2006: 98) in a way that resonates with the Baudrillardian vision of the postmodern 

world as “the desert of the real itself” (Baudrillard, 2010: 1). White Noise depicts 

 

                        a  world  which  is  increasingly  divorced  from  the  real  as  a  result of  the 

                                                 
5
 The book in question is Jean Baudrillard by Richard J. Lane. 

6
 America (1986/1988) is a travelogue where Baudrillard combines acute sociological insights with 

memoirs.  
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                          pervasive   power   of   technology  and   systems  of   representation   which  

                          dominate our culture: television, the media,  advertising and marketing.  The 

                          consequence  for  the  individual  is  that  the  self   is  experienced  as  being  

                          emptied of substance, lacking coherence and consistency. (Nicol, 2009: 184)  

 

 

         In White Noise, which, even more so than any other DeLillo novel, registers the 

loss of reality and authenticity as the defining feature of postmodern America, 

DeLillo sets out to explore “what place there is, if any, for the notion of the 

individual or the authentic” (Gray, 2004: 617). In point of fact, “most of DeLillo’s 

characters [...] seem like simulations of characters” (Douglas, 2002: 105) rather than 

human individuals, and nowhere is this more noticeable than in White Noise, 

particularly in the characterization of the protagonist Jack Gladney. Jack, who, as the 

inventor of the department of Hitler studies, enjoys high professional standing and 

worldwide reputation as a Hitler scholar, is, in truth, riddled with insecurity and self-

doubt because he is acutely aware that his successful academic career is based on 

“the construction of a false persona” (Tate, 2003: 29). To begin with, Jack fails to 

meet even the most basic requirement for being a Hitler scholar since, despite the 

fact that his field is closely related to German history, Jack cannot speak German, a 

fact he carefully conceals from his fellow colleagues. In fact, when he learns that a 

Hitler conference will take place at the College-on-the-Hill, Jack secretly begins to 

take German lessons, which are, unfortunately, not much of a help so that, 

ultimately, he has no choice but to keep his opening speech restricted to “the words 

that are the same, or nearly the same” in both English and German – as a result of 

which his “remarks [are] necessarily disjointed and odd” (DeLillo, 1985: 274) – and 

to shun his German-speaking colleagues as much as he can. As such, “Jack’s very 

scholarly identity is revealed as simply a moment of the hyperreal in which the 

model [...] generates the real” (Duvall, 2006: 121). At the beginning of the novel, 

Jack explains how, on the advice of the chancellor, he has fabricated an academic 

identity for himself by adopting a respectable-sounding name and an awe-inspiring 

image to go with it: 

 

                        The  chancellor  had  advised  me  back in 1968  to  do  something  about my 

                          name and appearance if  I wanted to be taken seriously as a Hitler innovator. 

                          Jack Gladney would not do, he said, and asked me what other names I might  
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                          have at  my  disposal.  We finally  agreed that I  should invent an extra initial  

                          and  call  myself  J. A. K.  Gladney,  a  tag  I  wore  like a borrowed suit. The 

                          chancellor  warned  against  what he  called  my  tendency to make  a  feeble  

                          presentation  of  self.  He  strongly  suggested  I  gain weight.  [...]  I had  the 

                          advantages of  substantial height,  big hands, big feet, but badly needed bulk,  

                          or so he believed.  [...]  The  glasses with  thick  black heavy frame  and dark 

                          lenses  were my own idea,  an alternative to the bushy beard that my wife  of  

                          the period didn’t want me to grow. (DeLillo, 1985: 16-17)  
 

 

         Jack’s carefully fabricated identity, complete with an additional initial, dark 

glasses and extra bulk, is further augmented by the impressive medieval robe that 

department heads are required to wear on campus. Jack welcomes the robe which 

adds a further touch to his academic aura, saying: “I like clearing my arm from the 

folds of the garment to look at my watch; the simple act of checking the time is 

transformed by this flourish” (DeLillo, 1985: 9). As manifested in his remark, “we 

all had an aura to maintain” (Ibid., p. 74), Jack is keenly aware that his status as a 

prominent scholar is entirely dependent on his aura. Naturally, it is not only Jack 

who strives to maintain an aura and to construct a deliberately crafted image; the 

same thing holds true for Jack’s colleagues as well, for instance, Murray Jay Siskind, 

who strives to cultivate a specific aura that will impress women. As Jack puts it, 

Murray “is trying to develop a vulnerability that women will find attractive” and “he 

works at it consciously like a man in a gym with weights and a mirror” (DeLillo, 

1985: 21). Insofar as “they change their appearances, or adapt their behaviour to suit 

the images they wish to project and hide behind” (Reeve, 2006: 137), the characters’ 

identities are inauthentic and simulated. Jack, for instance, “uses such props as his 

dark glasses and academic robes in order to simulate” (Duvall, 2006: 122) a 

successful Hitler scholar. Thus, through the “simulacral logic of Jack’s existence” 

(Young, 2006: 41), DeLillo demontrates how, in the postmodern American society, 

the self is reduced to mere simulacra, a “unidimensional image” (Nadeau, 2003: 15) 

devoid of inner depth. In a way that attests to Baudrillard’s claim that “we are 

simulators, we are simulacra” (Baudrillard, 2010: 152),   

 

                        [Jack’s]  self  image  has  validity  only  as a consciously created illusion. By  

                          concentrating on projecting himself onto the external world he has internally  

                          atrophied, becoming hollow at the core. (Billy, 2006: 132) 
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         Since Jack himself is aware that he is hollow inside, he is constantly haunted by 

feelings of emptiness and inauthenticity, as evident from his remark “I am the false 

character that follows the name around” (DeLillo, 1985: 17), a remark that 

epitomizes “Jack’s unrelieved emptiness of his life” (Bawer, 2003: 23). In his 

helplessness, Jack seeks a sense of empowerment through Hitler, the world’s most 

infamous dictator, who is responsible for the deaths of millions of people. Having 

built his career upon this monstrous figure, Jack feels “secure in his professional aura 

of power, madness and death” (DeLillo, 1985: 72), an aura greatly indebted to 

Hitler’s demonic power. What is particularly striking, however, is that neither in his 

lectures nor his conversations about Hitler does Jack mention or even allude to the 

Holocaust even once; instead, he dwells on insignificant authobiographical details 

like “Hitler’s mother, brother and dog” (Ibid., p. 274). In Jack’s eyes, and probably 

in the eyes of the awed students in his class, “Hitler is merely a kind of media 

celebrity” (Millard, 2000: 127), a popular icon or TV star like Elvis Presley, which is 

highlighted by Jack’s remark that “we couldn’t have television without [Hitler]” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 63). Furthermore, on one occasion, Hitler is explicitly juxtaposed 

with Elvis when Jack and Murray jointly lecture on Hitler and Elvis respectively. 

DeLillo’s ahistorical presentation of Hitler in the novel – which some critics have 

found much to criticise about
7
 – can be interpreted as a deliberate attempt on 

DeLillo’s part to register the loss of historicity, which, as Jameson argues, is 

symptomatic of postmodernism. According to Jameson, the loss of historicity is the 

natural outcome of the predominance of the electronic media, particularly television, 

which have “transform[ed] the past into visual mirages or stereotypes” (Jameson, 

2009: 46). In accordance with Jameson’s analysis, White Noise manifests the ways in 

which 

 

                        postmodernist consumer  culture  unhook[s]  signifiers from  their  historical 

                          contexts and discard[s] the core material of history [...] Jack’s exploitation of 

                          [Hitler]  to  generate  his  own  cult  of  personality  marks  the novel’s  most 

                          disturbing example of  a sign severed from its referent. (Young, 2006: 41,45)  

                                                 
7
 The critic Bruce Bawer, for instance, thinks that “the most disturbing aspect of White Noise is Jack’s 

fascination with Hitler” and goes on to ask “am I alone in finding this whole business extremely 

offensive?” (Bawer, 2003: 26-27). 
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         Thus, by demonstrating how “Hitler has been reduced to a media spectacle” 

(Millard, 2000: 127) severed from its historical context, “DeLillo’s work reflects 

Fredric Jameson’s argument about postmodernism that we have forgotten our 

history, that it is increasingly difficult to form a sense of the present as something 

within a historical context” (Douglas, 2002: 106). Hence, Jack’s exploitation of the 

image of Hitler to advance his own career, which may initially seem outrageous, is 

actually indicative of the way Americans, in general, fabricate identities based on 

images offered to them by the media. In this regard, Jack’s image-based existence 

epitomizes “the incremental loss of distinct identity” (Britt, 2006: 112) characteristic 

of the postmodern subject along with its attendant psychopathologies such as 

depthlessness and what Jameson terms as the waning of affect (or emotion). 

Conversely, Jack’s – or Babette’s for that matter – inability to feel profound emotion 

is disproportionate to the intensity of their fear of death, which, far from 

contradicting the waning of affect, should be interpreted in terms of the floating, 

impersonal intensities which Jameson maintains have replaced genuine emotion. 

Considering the fact that “his sense of identity is dying” (Britt, 2006: 111), it is no 

wonder that the postmodern subject “exist[s] in a state of terror” (Kellner, 2002: 53), 

caught in the grip of an overwhelming fear of death.  

         Jack’s numerous failed marriages attest to the fact that he has difficulty in 

establishing deep and lasting emotional ties, which is the natural outcome of the 

waning of affect. His marriage to Babette is Jack’s fifth marriage, and although he 

expresses his affection for his wife time and again, there is no guarantee that it will 

be his last. Jack’s affectlessness is his also evident from the highly superficial nature 

of his relationship with his children: Jack has an unspecified number of children
8
 by 

his previous marriages, some of whom he hardly ever sees. His eldest daughter, 

Mary Alice, for instance, is mentioned just once in passing and, at one point, Jack 

explicitly states that he regards his daughter Bee, who comes to visit them for a few 

days, as a virtual stranger whose presence makes him uncomfortable; in fact, he feels 

“as if she were not my child at all, but the sophisticated and self reliant friend of one 

                                                 
8
 In addition to Heinrich and Steffie who are currently living with him, Jack has two more children 

named Bee and Mary Alice, who live elsewhere. However, it should be taken into consideration that 

he may have other children who are not mentioned in the novel.  
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of my children” (DeLillo, 1985: 94). Jack’s relationship with his only son Heinrich is 

no less problematic in that his dealings with his cynical adolescent son are almost 

always awkward and strained. In fact, the Gladneys are quite an unusual family, a 

postmodern family so to speak, in which “no two children in the family have the 

same set of parents” (Scanlan, 2006: 29) and the kinship ties are extremely difficult 

to unravel:  

 

                        Each  adult  lives  with  a  third  or  fourth  spouse,   a  son  from  a  previous 

                          marriage, a daughter from a different previous marriage,  a stepson from one 

                          of the latest spouse’s previous marriages  and a stepdaughter from another of  

                          that spouse’s  previous marriages.  Every child lives with one progenitor, the 

                          parent’s curent mate, one half-sibling of  the opposite sex whose other parent  

                          lives  elsewhere, a  combination  of  stepsister  and stepbrother who are  only 

                          half-siblings to one another. (Morris, 1998: 91)  
 
 

         Thus, DeLillo illustrates, in a rather exaggerated manner, that the nuclear 

family has not managed to survive the postmodern condition intact, but, in the same 

way as the subject itself, has come to be marked by extreme fragmentation and 

‘affectlessness’, or emotional distance. Affectlessness, one of the key features of the 

psychology of the postmodern subject depicted in the novel, is also manifested in the 

way an authentic impulse, motivation or passion seems to be curiously missing from 

the characters’ actions, even the most violent ones. Jack’s violent attempt at killing 

Willie Mink, the Dylar project manager who abused Babette, for instance, does not 

stem from an authentic, overwhelming feeling such as rage or jealousy as one would 

have expected. The truth of the matter is that Jack is merely acting in accordance 

with a predetermined model of male behaviour unwittingly suggested to him by 

Babette, who refuses to reveal Mink’s identity for fear that Jack will kill him, since 

she believes that by biological necessity a male “follows the path of homicidal rage” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 269). But, what ultimately makes up Jack’s mind is Murray’s 

argument that killing another person may be a good way to alleviate one’s own fear 

of death. So, when Jack goes off to shoot Mink, he is merely simulating “the cliched 

image of male rage” (Douglas, 2002: 106) in order to abate his fear of death, rather 

than acting upon an authentic emotion; in other words, “here, volition and action are 

simulated as Gladney tries to act the part; what is missing is the passion that might 
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originate such violence” (Douglas, loc. cit). Jack’s show of compassion after 

shooting  Mink and his saving the man’s life can similarly be interpreted as a 

deliberate move in a game rather than a genuine humane action. To put it another 

way, Jack’s “change of behavior is open to the doubt that rather than representing a 

true moral recovery, it might simply have been borrowed from another equally 

thrilling scenario” (Reeve, 2006: 137) as suggested by Jack’s remark: “It hadn’t 

occured to me that a man’s attempts to redeem himself might prolong the elation he 

felt when he commited the crime he now sought to make up  for” (DeLillo, 1985: 

315). So, what actually motivates Jack to save Mink’s life is definitely not empathy 

for a fellow human being; in fact, “human beings take up little space in Jack’s 

empathetic imagination, (if he still has an imagination that supports empathy)” 

(Young, 2006: 42). However, it should be pointed out that affectlessness and lack of 

empathy are not pathologies peculiar to Jack, who is simply representative of all 

Americans in this regard. Indeed, what DeLillo seems to be suggesting is that it is 

“the postmodern experience of living in a hyperreality” (Maltby, 2003: 53) marked 

by the growing dominance of the electronic media that accounts for the 

“affectlessness of characters” (Molesworth, 1999: 151) and their lack of empathy for 

other human beings. A particularly disturbing manifestation of the debilitating 

impact of the electronic media on the human psyche lies in the fact that the Gladney 

family derives an especial pleasure from watching media representations of 

devastating natural disasters that cost the lives of many people; in fact, their hunger 

for “floods, earthquakes, mud slides, erupting volcanoes” seems virtually insatiable: 

“Every disaster made us wish for more, for something bigger, grander, more 

sweeping” (DeLillo, 1985: 64). After an evening spent in front of the TV set, 

watching televised disasters in the company of his family, “totally absorbed in these 

documentary clips of calamity and death” (DeLillo, loc. cit), Jack takes this issue up 

with a colleague of his, a professor of popular culture called Alfonse, and the 

following conversation ensues: 

 

                        I said to him, “Why is it, Alfonse, that decent, well-meaning and responsible 

                          people   find   themselves   intrigued  by   catastrophe  when   they  see  it  on 

                          television?” 

                          I told  him  about the recent evening of  lava,  mud  and raging water that the  
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                          children and I found so entertaining.  

                          “We wanted more, more.” 

                          “It’s  natural, it’s  normal,”  he  said,  with  a  reassuring  nod.  “It happens to 

                          everbody.” [...]  

                          “You   are  saying   it  is  more   or  less  universal  to  be  fascinated  by  TV 

                          disasters.” 

                          “For  most  people,  there  are only two places in the world.  Where they live 

                          and their TV set. If a thing happens on television, we have every right to find 

                          it fascinating, whatever it is.” (DeLillo, 1985: 65-66) 

 

 

         The conversation above offers a penetrating insight into the debilitating impact 

of television, which, “by turning human disasters into glitzy” images (Fuller, 2006: 

23), has severed the individual’s ties to reality and crippled his capacity for 

empathizing with others’ suffering. Thus, White Noise underscores television’s role 

in transforming the physical reality of everyday life into depthless, two-dimensional, 

disembodied images on the screen. Consequently, the novel lays bare the way in 

which television “turn[s] people into nonparticipating spectators of destruction” for 

whom televised disasters are, in effect, no more real than a film, where “we watch 

the most spectacular and apocalyptic enactments of death without being personally 

affected by them” (Goodheart, 1999: 124). Thus, DeLillo demonstrates that we are 

now living in a society where representations of a real disaster that causes 

devastation, death and suffering have become virtually indistinguishable from a 

thrilling action film in that both are viewed as equally entertaining and fascinating. In 

this way, television abolishes the distinction between the real and its simulation, a 

point stressed by Baudrillard in his controversial articles on the Gulf War where he 

claims that the Gulf War did not actually take place on the grounds that it was, in 

effect, a television war, indistinguishable from a war film or a computer simulation. 

Similarly, in White Noise, DeLillo demonstrates that televised disasters of all sorts 

have become mere simulations divorced from their referents in the real world, 

thereby shedding light on the “pernicious power of the cinematic image” (Goodheart, 

1999: 125):  

 

                        The very nature of television is that the image seduces the viewer away from  

                          any reality it refers to. Partly,  this is due to the  distinctive TV  logic Fredric 

                          Jameson notes of  replaying  and reconstructing  events  –  something  which 

                          becomes  even  more  pronounced  during  the  news  media’s  response to  a 
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                          crisis. But it is also because of a more fundamental fact, that the image sucks 

                          the  meaning  out  of  an  event  and  causes  us to  focus  on the image itself. 

                          (Nicol, 2009: 196).  

 

 

         In this way, television empties out content, and reduces everyting to flat, two-

dimensional images, as a result of which the disaster victims on TV cease to be 

regarded as real, suffering human beings made of flesh and blood, but are reduced to 

empty signifiers that have no material referent in the real world. As a result of the 

“violence done [by television] to the relation between sign and referent” (Young, 

2006: 41), everything on TV is perceived as unreal, that is why Jack experiences a 

shock when he sees his wife Babette, a person he knows to be a living, breathing 

human being, on TV. Babette teaches an adult education course on posture to a group 

of elderly Blacksmith residents, and, on one occasion, her class is televised by the 

local cable station. Upon seeing his wife on TV, Jack reacts in the following way: 

 

                        The  face on the screen  was Babette’s. [...]  What did it mean? [...]  Was she  

                          dead,  missing,  disembodied? Was this her spirit,  her secret self,  some two- 

                          dimensional fascimile  released by the power of  technology  [...]  I had  seen  

                          her just an hour ago,  eating eggs, but her appearance on the screen made me  

                          think of  her as some distant figure from the past [...] a walker in the mists of  

                          the  dead.  [...]  It was the picture that  mattered,  the face in black and white,  

                          animated but also flat, distanced, sealed off,  timeless.  It was but wasn’t her. 

                          (DeLillo, 1985: 104) 

 

 

         Evidently, Jack has trouble associating the flat, two-dimensional, disembodied 

image of Babette on the screen with the living, breathing Babette in the real world, 

so, just like the disembodied disaster victims, Babette is turned into a mere image 

severed from any referent in the real world, “distanced, sealed off, timeless.” Jack’s 

confusion upon seeing Babette on TV lays bare the extent to which TV renders 

reality unreal, or rather hyperreal, one consequence of which is that “television 

disables our capacity for real experience” (Goodheart, 1999: 122). The novel’s by far 

most shocking illustration of the postmodern transformation of reality into 

hyperreality occurs in chapter thirty-two, where Jack and Heinrich watch a burning 

building in the same way as they wach TV, a scene which bears witness to the fact 

that television’s “transformation of real tragedies into docudramas has made [them] 
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indifferent to even the most” (Young, 2006: 42) tragic sight of human suffering. The 

insane asylum in Blacksmith is on fire, and Jack and Heinrich, along with other 

townspeople, have gone to watch the building, along with the inmates trapped inside 

it, burn to ashes. What is more, Jack regards the fire as an opportunity to get closer to 

his son since it “provides a conversational wedge”, for “there is the equipment to 

appraise, the technique of firemen to discuss” (DeLillo, 1985: 239). The father and 

son are apparently enjoying themselves, and when they see a woman whose 

nightgown has caught fire go down in flames, they “gasp in appreciation” (DeLillo, 

loc. cit.) as if witnessing a special effect on TV. “It’s funny how you can look at it 

and look at it,” Heinrich says at one point, “just like a fire in a fireplace”, and when 

they get home, Jack thinks “I almost expected him to thank me for the nice fire” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 240-241). What has sent them home a little earlier than they would 

have liked is an acrid smell, “some small and nasty intrusion” which spoils their fun 

by forcing them “to recognize the existence of something” (Ibid., p. 240) they would 

rather not recognize, i.e. the material reality of the fire before their eyes. Thus, this 

scene is without doubt 

 

                        the  novel’s  most  chilling  joke on the  simulacrum.  [...]  Jack and Heinrich  

                          experience  the  fire not  as  a tragic event  [...]  but as  a male bonding ritual. 

                          Watching  the firefighters  and  victims dash about before  the blaze awakens  

                          feelings of appreciation in them [...] But when an acrid smell hits the nostrils  

                          of the appreciative crowd, they feel betrayed. Clearly it is the material reality  

                          of  the fire that betrays  them  [...]  The crowd  came not to watch a fire  with 

                          material  effects,  functions  and  consequences,  or to help the  injured,  or to 

                          protest the poor  safety  record of  the hospital,  but to watch it as they watch 

                          TV. (Young, 2006: 43)  
 

         This scene illustrates “how unreal reality has become for these people” (Young, 

2006: 43) and by implication contemporary Americans in general, which is the 

natural outcome of living in the age of mass mediation, an age in which “the real 

disappears, or rather the real becomes cinematic [...] it is the ‘reality’ constituted by 

our society of TV watchers who imagine the world” through TV (Goodheart, 1999: 

130). So, the perverse pleasure that Jack and Heinrich derive from watching people 

burn to death only makes sense in the light of the fact that “the increasing dominance 
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of the mass media has eroded a sense of direct connection to the fabric of everyday 

reality” (Knight, 2008: 197).  

         White Noise makes visible the ways in which technologies of mass mediation, 

particularly television, have rendered unmediated, first-hand experience of the world 

virtually impossible. Consequently, people’s experience of life in the postmodern 

world is mediated via the images bombarded upon them by television as well as the 

advertising and marketing industries. The novel abounds with examples of how 

“Jack has begun to view even his physical surroundings as if they were part of a 

television show” (Young, 2006: 42). On a certain occasion, for instance, when the 

Gladneys are in their car on their way to the evacuation centre in the wake of the 

airborne toxic event, they catch sight of the “black billowing cloud” of toxic 

chemicals, whereupon Jack likens the cloud to a spectacular show, saying “they 

seemed to be spotlighting the cloud for us as if it were part of a sound-and-light 

show” (DeLillo, 1985: 128), which is quite out of place given the gravity of the 

situation they are in. The fact that Jack regards the life-threatening cloud as part of a 

TV show illustrates how inextricably “real moments and TV moments interpenetrate 

each other” (Frow, 1999: 183). Similarly, as Jack watches the hundreds of evacuees 

who are fleeing the airborne toxic event on foot, he notes the cinematic “epic 

quality” of the event which resembles a scene from a film depicting “people trekking 

across wasted landscapes” (DeLillo, 1985: 128). Ironically, it is only then that Jack 

comprehends the gravity of the situation they are in, and he “wonder[s] for the first 

time about the scope of [their] predicament” (Delillo, loc. cit). This ironic instance of 

Jack’s registering the full impact of reality by means of its resemblance to a film of 

tragic scope is merely one example among many which serve to demonstrate that 

“more than any other contemporary writer, DeLillo understands the extent to which 

images – from television, from film, from magazine journalism and photography, 

from advertising [...] – determine what passes for reality in the American mind” 

(Cowart, 2003b: 72). Another particularly telling example is Jack’s habit of picturing 

the people he sees around him in TV commercials, as in the case when he pictures a 

woman in a yellow slicker in a “soup commercial taking off her oilskin hat as she 

enter[s] the cheerful kitchen” (DeLillo, 1985: 22). Commercial images infect not 

only Jack’s perception of strangers, but also that of his own children, as manifested 
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in the fact that, on one occasion, he likens the sight of his sleeping children to an 

image from an advertisement: “These sleeping children were like figures in an ad for 

the Rosicrucians, drawing a powerful beam of light from somewhere off the page” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 154). On another occasion, upon entering the sleeping children’s 

room, Jack cannot help “feeling [he]’d wandered into a TV moment” (Ibid., p. 244). 

These examples suffice to lay bare the fact that “Jack is completely removed from 

the privilege of a first-hand experience” (Millard, 2000: 126) in a world saturated 

with images which “intervene between the novel’s characters and their experience of 

something authentic or unmediated” (Ibid., p. 124). Thus, White Noise  

 

                        makes    us   aware   that   we  have   entered  an  era  when   flesh-and-blood 

                          encounters  [...]  have been shaped by contact  with a realm of images that in  

                          some  cases  decisively transcends  them.  The  indeterminate  shadowland in 

                          between   the  image  and  the  material  event  is  home  to  the  distinctively 

                          postmodern experience of the hyperreal. (Morris, 1998: 26) 

 

 

         White Noise demonstrates that, in the media-saturated world of hyperreality, 

“events are only ever thought about in relation to and through media response and 

representation” (Lane, 2009: 126). In other words, the novel shows how the media 

and television have attained a privileged status as the means of authentication that 

confer “authority and authenticity to an event which it would otherwise lack” 

(Millard, 2000: 125), which can be interpreted as a Baudrillardian instance of 

simulation where representation takes precedence over the real, actual event. The 

novel features several scenes where characters assume that “their traumatic 

experiences are insignificant because those experiences are not documented by the 

mass media” (Melley, 2006: 78). One such scene occurs in chapter eighteen where 

Jack goes to the airport in the nearby town of Iron City in order to meet his daughter 

Bee who has come for a short visit. At the airport, Jack comes across a planeload of 

passengers who have just been through a terrifying experience when their plane 

suddenly lost power and started dropping in the air; ultimately, they were 

miraculously saved when all of a sudden the engines restarted. After hearing about 

the passengers’ ordeal, Bee asks his father the folllowing question:  
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                        “Where’s the media?” she said. 

                          “There’s no media in Iron City.” 

                          “They went through all that for nothing?” (DeLillo, 1985: 92) 

 

 

         Bee’s words serve to elucidate the fact that the passengers depend on media 

representation for the validation of their lived experience; even though they have 

experienced genuine terror, what actually confirms the authenticity of their ordeal is 

its being reported on TV. Apparently, a simulacral logic is at work here, for “in a 

world where television is so ubiquitous that, instead of mediating the real, it 

constitutes the real, these people have been denied completion” (Duvall, 2006: 124) 

by being deprived of the chance to watch themselves on TV. In the Baudrillardian 

universe of White Noise, “the absence of the media makes Iron City quite literally a 

nonplace, just as the absence of media coverage” renders the passengers’ experience 

a “nonevent” (Schweighauser, 2006: 95). A similar simulacral logic operates in the 

Blacksmith residents’ resentment of the fact that the airborne toxic event and their 

subsequent evacuation are not reported by the media except for the briefest of 

mentions on a local channel. One of the residents of Blacksmith rails fervently 

against the media in the following manner, thus giving voice to the feelings of all the 

evacuees:  

 

                          “There’s  nothing on network,”  he said to us. “Not a word, not a picture. On 

                          the  Glassboro  channel  we  rate  fifty-two  words by  actual count.  No  film 

                          footage,  no  live  report. [...] Is it possible nobody gives substantial coverage 

                          to such a thing?  Half a minute,  twenty  seconds?  Are they telling us it  was  

                          insignificant?  [....]  Shouldn’t  the streets  be crawling with  cameramen  and  

                          soundmen and reporters?” (DeLillo, 1985: 161-162) 

 

 

         The man’s speech is greeted with a burst of applause as if all the evacuees 

share the view that the absence of media response is the worst aspect of their plight. 

In the hyperreal world of White Noise, the Blacksmith residents feel that their actual 

experience has significance insofar as it is reported on TV, as a result of which they 

feel slighted by the fact that the airborne toxic event is not given due recognition by 

the media, merely a mention of no more than fifty-two words on a local channel and 

not even a single word on the national network. In short, the lack of media 

representation renders their experience unreal, as Bee says of the airplane passengers, 
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“they have been through all that for nothing” (DeLillo, 1985: 92). What is at stake in 

both cases is the simulacral reversal of the real and its representation; to put it 

another way,  “what should be palpable and personal awaits simulation so that we 

might grasp it” (Douglas, 2002: 107). Thus, White Noise illustrates how simulation 

supersedes physical experience by “substituting the signs of the real for the real” 

(Baudrillard, 2010: 2).  

         A further example of the decisive role that mass mediation, or simulation, plays 

in the construction of human experience is offered in chapter twenty-one, which 

describes the outbreak of the airborne toxic event, whereupon the Gladney family 

turns to the radio for the latest news about the chemical spill and its effects on 

people. At first, the radio says that Nyodene D., the toxic chemical released into the 

air, causes “skin irritations and sweaty palms” (DeLillo, 1985: 111), and soon 

afterwards, Denise and Steffie start complaining of sweaty palms. Before long, the 

symptoms are updated to “nausea, vomiting, shortness of breath” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), 

whereupon the two girls start to show signs of an upset stomach. In short, the girls 

“keep experiencing the symptoms described in the news bulletin” (Frow, 1999: 182), 

which suggests that the girls’ experience is structured by the model offered to them 

by the media, which constitutes another Baudrillardian instance of reversal in which 

the model precedes and generates the real. After a while, the symptoms are updated 

once more, this time to “heart palpitations and a sense of deja vu” (DeLillo, 1985: 

116), and presently, while the Gladneys are in their car driving to the designated 

evacuation centre, all of a sudden, upon setting eyes on a wreckage caused by a 

traffic accident, Steffie exclaims: “I saw all this before” (Ibid., p. 125). It is then that 

Jack begins to wonder whether the symptoms may be real after all, for he is pretty 

sure that Steffie does not know what deja vu means: 

 

                        I didn’t  think Steffie knew what deja vu meant,  but it was  possible Babette  

                          had told her.  [...]  Did Steffie truly  imagine she’d seen the wreck before,  or  

                          did  she  only  imagine  she’d  imagined  it?   Is  it  possible  to  have  a  false  

                          perception of  an  illusion?  Is  there  a  true  deja vu  and  a  false  deja vu?  I  

                          wondered  whether her palms had been truly sweaty or whether she’d simply  

                          imagined a sense of wetness. [...] What if she was developing real symptoms  

                          by  natural  means?  [...]  Which  was  worse,  the real  condition or the  self- 

                          created one, and did it matter? (DeLillo, 1985: 125-126) 
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         Jack’s contemplations on whether Steffie is manifesting real symptoms caused 

by exposure to a toxic chemical or merely simulating them addresses the broader 

epistemological question of whether or not it is possible to reach objective reality in 

a world where “truth, reference, objective cause have ceased to exist” (Baudrillard, 

2010: 3). In other words, by  demonstrating how Jack’s investigations into the 

original cause of her daughter’s symptoms are doomed to failure, DeLillo highlights 

the extremely problematical nature of the question of reality. Jack’s reflections on the 

impossibility of distinguishing a real symptom from a simulated one seems to echo a 

similar passage in Baudrillard’s article, “The Precession of Simulacra,” where 

Baudrillard stresses that  

 

                        simulation threatens  the difference between the  “true”  and the  “false”,  the 

                          “real”  and  the  “imaginary.”  Is  the  simulator  sick  or  not,   given  that  he  

                          produces “true” symptoms? Objectively, one cannot treat him as being either  

                          ill or not ill.  Psychology  and  medicine stop at this point,  forestalled by the  

                          illness’s   henceforth   undiscoverable  truth.  For,  if   any  symptom  can  be  

                          produced,  and  can  no longer be taken as a fact of nature,  then every illness  

                          can be considered simulatable and simulated. (Baudrillard, 2010: 3) 

 

 

         Taking his cue from Baudrillard, DeLillo, in the episode concerning Steffie’s 

symptoms, seems to be stressing the futility of the attempt to uncover an objective 

reality, for insofar as something is simulatable, the ground for the real virtually 

disappears in that there is no way of telling the simulation apart from the real. 

Needless to say, this argument has ramifications outside of the limited context of 

symptoms and illnesses since it applies to all realms of human experience that are 

simulatable, including, among other things, the most basic human feelings like love, 

affection, compassion and religious faith. 

         One cannot help being struck by the fact that “White Noise so directly and 

frequently thematizes the role of simulation in contemporary America” (Duvall, 

2006: 118), and one of the most obvious dramatizations of simulation appears in the 

third chapter where Murray suggests that Jack and he visit a nearby tourist attraction 

called ‘The Most Photographed Barn in America.’ On the way to the barn, Jack and 

Murray see a number of signs advertising the place  – “we counted five signs before 

we reached the site” (DeLillo, 1985: 12) – and, upon their arrival, they find the place 
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crowded with tourists who are taking photos of the barn: “all the people had cameras, 

some had tripods, telephoto lenses, filter kits” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Jack also notes that 

there is “a slightly elevated spot set aside for viewing and photographing” as well as 

“a man in a booth [selling] postcards and slides” of the barn (DeLillo, 1985: 12). 

Murray, who appears to be the caricature of a “postmodern cultural semiotician” 

(Duvall, 2006: 122) of the Baudrillardian type, makes the following observations 

with regard to the significance of the place:  

 

                        “No one sees the barn,” he said finally.  

                          A long silence followed.  

                          “Once you’ve seen the signs about the barn, it becomes impossible to see the 

                          barn.  [...]  We’re not here to capture an image,  we’re here to  maintain  one.  

                          Every  photograph  reinforces the aura.  [...]  We’ve  agreed  to be  part  of  a  

                          collective perception.  This literally colors our vision. [...] What was the barn 

                          like before it was photographed?  What did it look like,  how was it different  

                          from other barns,  how  was it similar to other barns?  We can’t answer these  

                          questions  because we’ve read the signs,  seen  the people  snapping pictures.  

                          We can’t get outside the aura. (DeLillo, 1985: 12-13) 

 

 

         Murray’s remarks underscore the impossibility of seeing the barn for what it is 

once one comes under the influence of its aura, i.e. its prepackaged perception which 

renders the actual object virtually invisible. Thus, Murray’s analysis reveals “The 

Most Photographed Barn in America [to be] primarily a model of simulation” 

(Ebbesen, 2006: 153), in which the model precedes the real. As Murray points out, 

no one can see the barn as a material object in the real world since “the reality of the 

barn itself disappear[s] into so many simulations of the barn (photographs) without 

an original” (Ebbesen, 2006: 152). The barn episode is a true lesson in simulation 

indeed, where “it is the copy that legitimates, if not engenders reality” (Moraru, 

2003: 97) so that there is no way of seeing through the image into the original barn, 

of knowing what it was like in the first place, before it was rendered hyperreal by 

being transformed into “a touristic simulacrum” (Cowart, 2003a: 87). In other words,  

 

                        for all intents and purposes,  there is no longer a barn where the barn sits but 

                          only  The  Most  Photographed  Barn in  America  –  an object  the collective  

                          perception,  and  thus,  epistemologically  speaking,  the  existence of  which  

                          depends  solely  on the snapshots and postcards that circulate its  image. It  is  

                          difficult  not   to  imagine   DeLillo   sneaking   peeks  at  Jean  Baudrillard’s  
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                          theories of  the  simulacrum while  writing this scene.  [...]  What it means to  

                          say  that no one sees the barn is that,  to the perception of its visitors, there is  

                          no longer a historical material barn there at all.  The precession of  simulacra  

                          has outstripped it. (Young, 2006: 42-43)  

 

 

         As a matter of fact, this kind of simulacral logic is an integral part of all tourist 

attractions, whose capacity to draw tourists depends on their success in generating a 

model of collective perception which colors everyone’s vision of the actual site. 

Given that there is actually a tourist attraction in the United States, “The Boone Hall 

Plantation in Charleston, South Carolina, [which] advertises itself as ‘America’s 

Most Photographed Plantation’” (Millard, 2000: 126f), there is no denying that 

simulation is part and parcel of contemporary existence. In short, the barn episode 

serves to highlight the fact that we live in a world where “signs have displaced their 

referents, where images of the Real have usurped the authority of the Real, whence 

the subject is engulfed by simulacra” (Maltby, 2003: 52).  

         By far the most overt example of simulation in the novel is without doubt 

SIMUVAC, which stands for simulated evacuation, a state-funded agency 

responsible for simulating evacuations in order to be more prepared in case of a real 

disaster. In fact, it is SIMUVAC officials who are in charge of the evacuation of 

Blacksmith during the airborne toxic event, a fact that takes Jack by surprise. At the 

evacuation camp, Jack notices a technician’s “green armband bearing the word 

SIMUVAC” (DeLillo, 1985: 138), and, upon learning what it stands for, the 

following conversation ensues between Jack and the SIMUVAC technician: 

 

                        “But this evacuation isn’t simulated. It’s real.” 

                          “We know that. But we thought we could use it as a model.” 

                          “A form of practice?  Are you saying you saw  a chance to use the real event  

                          in order to rehearse the simulation?” 

                          “We took it right into the streets.” 

                          “How is it going?” I said.  

                          “The insertion  curve isn’t  as smooth  as we would like.  [...]  Plus which we  

                          don’t  have our  victims laid out where we’d want them if  this was an actual  

                          simulation. [...] You have to make allowances for the fact that everything we  

                          see  tonight is real. There’s a lot of  polishing we  still have to do.”  (DeLillo,  

                          1985: 139) 
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         The absurdity of this situation stems from the fact that normally simulations are 

supposed to be opportunities to prepare for the real event; however, in this case, the 

process is reversed so that the real event is used as an opportunity to polish and 

perfect the simulation, as if all that matters is the simulation itself. This “pure 

Baudrillardian moment of reversal” (Johnston, 1998: 184) renders reality inferior and 

insignificant as manifested in the twisted logic of the SIMUVAC technician who 

complains about the imperfections and shortcomings of the real evacuation, such as 

the impractical layout of the disaster victims. The SIMUVAC technician’s 

disappointment with the failure of the real to live up to his model of an ideal 

evacuation shows that he literally “confuses means and ends” (Melley, 2006: 80). In 

other words, 

 

                        The technician  to  whom  Jack speaks is  oblivious to the ways  in which his 

                          work  for  SIMUVAC  completely  confuses the real and the model. [...] The  

                          technician   is   clearly   disappointed   that    the  real   event  is  an    inferior  

                          representation of  his  work, which is to model the real.  By exaggerating the  

                          hyperreality  of  this  scene,  DeLillo  exposes  the  Disney-like  condition  of  

                          American postmodernity. (Duvall, 2006: 120) 

 

 

         The SIMUVAC episode serves a similar function to that of Disneyland, which 

is deemed by Baudrillard as “a perfect model for all the entangled orders of 

simulacra” (Baudrillard, 2010: 12) in that it is reflective of the hyperreal character of 

the American society, which has become a kind of Disneyland at large where reality 

is superseded by simulation. Later on in the novel, SIMUVAC officials appear once 

again in Blacksmith, this time to simulate an evacuation, or to “carry out an 

advanced disaster drill” (DeLillo, 1985: 205), as they put it, whereupon Jack cannot 

refrain from asking, with some sarcasm, “are you people sure you are ready for a 

simulation?”, suggesting that perhaps they “may want to wait for one more massive 

spill” (Ibid., p. 204) in order to polish and perfect their skills even further. After a 

while Jack hears a SIMUVAC official’s amplified voice, saying: 

 

                        We  learned  a lot  during  the  night of  the billowing cloud.  But  there is no  

                          substitute for  a  planned  evacuation.   If reality  intrudes in the form of a car 

                          crash  or a victim falling off  a stretcher,  it is important to remember that we  
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                          are  not  here  to  mend  broken  bones  or  put out real fires.  We  are  here to 

                          simulate. (DeLillo, 1985: 206) 

 

 

         The words of the SIMUVAC official, who regards the prospect of somebody 

getting hurt during the simulation merely as a disagreeable intrusion into his work, 

underscore the extent to which simulation has gained priority over the real, which is 

utterly discredited, devalued, if not altogether invalidated. This idea is further 

reinforced in yet another SIMUVAC episode towards the end of the novel when 

SIMUVAC appears once again to simulate “an evacuation for noxious odor” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 270). The simulation mobilizes the whole town so much so that there 

are even cases of “self-induced gagging and vomiting” (DeLillo, loc. cit.) due to the 

nonexistent noxious odor. This is in stark contrast with the total inaction of the 

townspeople “three days later [when] an actual noxious odor drift[s] across the river” 

(DeLillo, loc. cit.). Most of the people refuse to even acknowledge the existence of 

the smell and choose to pretend as if nothing has happened; “they’d taken part in the 

SIMUVAC exercise but were reluctant to flee now” (DeLillo, 1985: 271). The irony 

of this situation lies in the fact that whereas the simulated odor has the power to 

mobilize the whole town, even cause self-induced vomiting, the real odor is rendered 

nonexistent by the townspeople’s inaction. The recurrent SIMUVAC episodes, which 

might seem slightly exaggerated, all serve to underscore the ultimate triumph of 

simulation over the real, in other words, “reality’s consumption by simulation, its 

voracious and usurping double” (Moraru, 2003: 100). All the thematizations of 

simulation in the novel, namely Jack’s fabricated academic image, the mediation of 

everyday experience by means of TV or commercial images, television’s pernicious 

influence on people’s perception of the suffering of others, etc., all contribute to the 

portrayal of America as a society which is increasingly divorced from the real and 

steeped in images, signs, simulations. In this respect, White Noise is “the archetypal 

postmodern novel” (Scanlan, 2006: 28) that embodies the arguments identifying  

radical loss of the reality as the key feature of the postmodern condition, thus 

presenting contemporary America as a “gigantic simulacrum” (Baudrillard, 2010: 6) 

in which “the very experience and ground of the real [has] disappear[ed]” (Best and 

Kellner, 1991: 119).    
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2. 2. The Ecstacy of Commodification and Communication 

 

         White Noise opens with a scene depicting a convoy of station wagons bearing 

students back to the college campus at the beginning of the fall semester, a spectacle 

that has not failed to capture Jack’s attention for the past twenty years. As Jack 

watches the students unpack their belongings on what he has dubbed “the day of the 

station wagons” (DeLillo, 1985: 5), he compiles a list of the material possessions 

they have brought with them to the campus, a long list that extends for some fifteen 

lines and includes numerous objects ranging from basic necessities such as “light and 

heavy clothing [...] boxes of blankets, boots and shoes, stationary and books” to 

electronic devices like “stereo sets, radios, personal computers”; from sporting 

equipment such as “tennis rackets, soccer balls, hockey and lacrosse sticks” to 

various kinds of junk food which include both brand and nonbrand items like 

“Waffelos and Kabooms, fruit chews and toffee popcorn; the Dum Dum pops, the 

Mystic mints” (Ibid., p. 3). Thus, “the theme of consumerism shows up in the very 

first paragraph of the novel” (Osteen, 2006: 192) with the image of the procession of 

station wagons, which resemble mass-produced commodities on an assembly line, 

and the inventory of students’ belongings, both of which serve to provide an insight 

into the commodity-driven, reified and commodified nature of the contemporary 

American society. In point of fact, 

 

                        DeLillo’s  vision of  cars as a stream of  machines slowly weaving through a  

                          pastoral landscape  implies that these students are  products of  an assembly- 

                          line culture.  [...]   DeLillo  refuses   to  give  these  students  emotional   and  

                          personal details;  instead they are  defined  by the  things that surround them.  

                          [...]  The student becomes  another  commodity  built from  commodities [...]  

                          the product of  an empty comsumerism [...] reified by the marketplace ethics  

                          of station wagons and stereos. (Caton, 2003: 110-112) 

 

 

         So, in Jack’s view, the students constitute a reified, homogeneous mass typified 

by their commodities, or, as Baudrillard puts it, a “status group recognizable in a 

specific collection of objects” (Baudrillard, 2001b: 19). The same thing can be said 

of the students’ parents who are similarly described in undifferentiated and 

commodified terms with an emphasis on those features that mark them as the 
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members of a distinctive social class and the practitioners of the specific kind of 

lifestyle that goes with it. The women, all of whom are “in diet trim”, are said to 

have “conscientious suntans”, while the husbands have “something about them 

suggesting massive insurance coverage” (DeLillo, 1985: 3), an unmistakable 

indication of their upper-middle-class status. Given that the station wagon itself is 

“an icon of middle-class families with buying power” and therefore “the vehicle of a 

grand consumerism” (Slethaug, 2000: 92), and that all the parents gathered there are 

in a position to buy an expensive college education – once Jack mentions in passing 

that “tuition at the College-on-the-Hill is fourteen thousand dollars” (DeLillo, 1985: 

41) –  there is no mistaking the parents’ privileged class status. Thus, from the outset, 

White Noise highlights the extent to which the United States is “a class-bound 

society” (McClure, 1999: 100), which is also manifested in Jack’s conviction, in the 

wake of the airborne toxic event, that they will not have to evacuate their home, for 

“society is set up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated who suffer the 

main impact of natural and man-made disasters” (DeLillo, 1985: 114), not affluent, 

middle-class families like themselves.  The parents of the students at the College-on-

the-Hill likewise display the smug complacency peculiar to upper-class people, 

which is manifested, among other things, in the impression they give, as Jack later 

tells Babette, of being “comfortable with their money [...] they genuinely believe 

they’re entitled to it” (Ibid., p. 6). The parents’ privileged class status differentiates 

them from the lower classes at the same time as creating among them a sense of 

“communal recognition”, the feeling that “they are a collection of the like-minded 

and the spiritually akin” (Ibid., p. 3-4). DeLillo’s employment of the word 

spiritually, which carries an ironic undertone in this extremely materialistic context, 

serves to underscore the fact that the parents’ shared feeling of “communal 

recognition” is anything but spiritual, and stems, instead, from the recognition that 

they belong to the same economic class. What DeLillo seems to be implying here is 

that whatever spirituality there is in contemporary America, resides, paradoxically, in 

materialism and material goods, which is the logical culmination of the inexorable 

spread of commodification that is identified by Jameson as one of the defining 

features of the postmodern condition.  
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         The opening chapter, “in which DeLillo introduces his antimaterialistic theme” 

(Billy, 2006: 129), gives us a brief glimpse into the increasingly commodified late 

capitalist American society that the Gladney family inhabits. In White Noise, DeLillo 

underscores the extent to which the Gladneys, who can be regarded as representative 

of American middle-class families in general, lead lives utterly immersed in 

consumerism and dominated by the omnipresence of consumer goods. In keeping 

with Baudrillard’s remarks in The Consumer Society concerning “the fantastic 

conspicuousness of consumption and abundance constituted by the multiplication of 

objects and material goods” (Baudrillard, 1998: 25), White Noise highlights the 

growing colonization of social life by objects, one manifestation of which is the 

“catalogue-like inventories” (Morris, 1998: 92) of consumer goods that DeLillo 

inserts into the flow of the narrative. The characters in the novel are, more often than 

not, portrayed as surrounded by objects, as, for instance, when Wilder is described 

sitting on the kitchen counter amidst “open cartons, crumpled tinfoil, shiny bags of 

potato chips, bowls of pasty substances covered with plastic wrap, flip-top rings and 

twist ties, individually wrapped slices of orange cheese” (DeLillo, 1985: 7) or when 

Jack wanders inside a huge hardware store full of “twenty-two-foot ladders, six kinds 

of sandpaper, power saws [...] oversized brooms, massive sacks of peat and dung, 

huge Rubbermaid garbage cans” (Ibid., p. 82). As a matter of fact, in White Noise, 

consumer products are so ubiquitous that they can be heard erupting, all of a sudden, 

from the mouth of a passerby who is overheard by Jack muttering to herself, “a 

decongestant, an antihistamine, a cough suppressant, a pain reliever” (DeLillo, 1985: 

262). White Noise also demonstrates that this postmodern American landscape 

characterized by the proliferation of objects can be, as Jameson argues, extremely 

disorienting, if not menacing, particularly for those who, for one reason or another, 

have more trouble than others in adapting to this changed environment, as in the case 

of two elderly residents of Blacksmith, the blind Mr. Treadwell and his sister, who 

get lost in a shopping mall after their grandniece drives them there and then forgets 

to pick them up. “Lost, confused and frightened” (Ibid., p. 59) – in much the same 

way as they would have been had they been lost in a tropical jungle – the Treadwells 

wander around what they perceive to be a vast and strange place for four days before 

they are eventually discovered. Mr. Treadwell’s sister, however, cannot survive this 
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shock and presently dies of what the doctor calls “lingering dread” (Delillo, 1985: 

99). As Jack explains 

 

                        no one knew  [...]  why  they  didn’t  ask  for  help.  It was  probably  just the 

                          vastness and strangeness of  the place and their own advanced age that made  

                          them feel helpless and adrift in a landscape of remote and menacing  figures. 

                          (Ibid., p. 59) 

 

         Evidently, the shopping mall appears to the Treadwells to be a frightening, 

man-made jungle, which is the very same metaphor that Baudrillard uses to highlight 

the unprecedented proliferation of objects in the consumer society, which resemble 

“a proliferating vegetation, a jungle [...] which man has produced and which comes 

back to encircle and invade him” (Baudrillard, 1998: 25-26). The Treadwells’ 

experience can also be interpreted as a slightly exaggerated illustration of Jameson’s 

views concerning the disorienting character of postmodern hyperspace, which is 

reflective of “a new sense of spatial disorientation in relation to the globalized 

economy of late capitalism” (Homer, 1998: 130). 

         The Treadwells’ absurd and grotesque experience, however, is far from the 

norm and contrasts sharply with the fundamental role that the shopping mall and, by 

implication, the supermarket – the places “where our commodities come from, where 

they collect, where they multiply” (Morris, 1998: 93) – play in the life of the 

Gladneys as well as of the other inhabitants of the town. In point of fact,  

 

                        the  supermarket   is  without   question  the  center  of   the  village  and  the  

                          congregating  point  for many of  its citizens.  It presents itself  with a certain  

                          abundance, vitality and order,  which promote prosperity  and promise  good 

                          health, replenishment and a continuation of life. [...] Created by the forces of 

                          capitalism,  the  supermarket  serves  not  only  as  a  logical  center for these  

                          forces  but  also  as  a  metaphor  for  the things in life  that  seem to promise 

                          greater information  and  more freedom but that  actually inhibit or proscribe  

                          them. (Slethaug, 2000: 93) 

 

 

         The supermarket, which is of central importance in White Noise, is not only the 

locus of the town of Blacksmith but of the novel itself, which contains a number of 

scenes set in the supermarket, where Jack and Babette invariably run into Murray Jay 

Siskind, who delivers some of the most interesting insights into consumer society 
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provided by the novel. Murray, a postmodern “semiotician and cultural critic” 

(Salyer, 2003: 35), is preoccupied with decoding the hidden meanings that underlie 

postmodern American culture, and the supermarket is one of Murray’s favourite 

haunts since it is where “the soul of the American society reveals itself” (Goodheart, 

1999: 121). According to Murray, the supermarket 

 

                        is full of psychic data.  [...] Everything is concealed in symbolism, hidden by  

                          veils  of   mystery  and  layers  of  cultural  material.  But  it is  psychic  data,  

                          absolutely.  The large doors slide open,  they close unbidden.  Energy waves,  

                          incident  radiation.  All the letters and the numbers are here,  all the colors of  

                          the spectrum,  all the voices and sounds,  all the code words  and  ceremonial  

                          phrases.  It  is just  a  question  of  deciphering,  rearranging,  peeling off  the  

                          layers of unspeakability. (DeLillo, 1985: 37-38) 

 

 

         Here Murray, who presumes that “commodity messages seem to have become 

the natural language of the culture in postmodern America” (Osteen, 2006: 192), 

gives voice to the idea that the supermarket contains a wealth of data waiting to be 

deciphered by a semiotic analysis. Murray carries out his inquiry in such absurd 

ways as sniffing grocery items, studying the colourful packaging of consumer 

products, interviewing other consumers, watching TV and opening himself to “waves 

and radiation” – which is also the title of the first part of the novel – in an effort to 

collect psychic data. Murray’s attempts to decipher “the natural language of the 

culture” (DeLillo, 1985: 9) seem to be a parody of the semiotic analysis undertaken 

by Baudrillard, particularly in his early works like The System of Objects and The 

Consumer Society, where Baudrillard contends that 

 

                        goods and objects,  like words  [...] form a global, arbitrary, coherent system 

                          of signs,  a  cultural  system,  which,  for the contingent world of  needs  and  

                          enjoyment,  for the natural and biological order,  substitutes a social order of  

                          values and classification.  [...]  The circulation,  purchase, sale, appropriation  

                          of different goods and signs/objects  today constitute our language, our code,  

                          the   code   by   which   the   entire   society  communicates   and   converses.  

                          (Baudrillard, 1998: 79-80) 

 

 

         The code that Baudrillard is referring to here is the code of sign value, which 

accounts for the ways in which “the consumption of objects is determined by their 

position within a differential system of meanings or signs, corresponding to 
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gradations of social status” (West, 2004: 202). According to Baudrillard, “consumer 

objects are best understood not as a response to a specific need or problem, but as a 

network of floating signifiers that are inexhaustible in their ability to incite desire” 

(Baudrillard, 2001b: 3). In a way that bears witness to Baudrillard’s analysis, White 

Noise abounds with examples of how objects  are manipulated as signs and desired 

for the intangible, nonmaterial benefits they confer on consumers rather than for 

physical gratification. The Gladneys, for instance, make a point of buying big-sized 

grocery items with bright, colourful packaging not least because they derive from 

them a sense of fulfilment and well-being that they could not have otherwise 

obtained from the cheaper “generic food and drink, nonbrand items in plain white 

packages with simple labeling” (DeLillo, 1985: 18), which is the kind of food 

Murray buys. On one occasion, while Jack and Babette are driving home from the 

supermarket in a car loaded with groceries, Jack describes the contentment he derives 

from their purchases in the following way: 

 

                        It seemed to me that Babette and I, in the mass and variety of  our purchases,  

                          in the sheer plenitude those crowded bags suggested, the weight and size and  

                          number, the familiar package designs and vivid lettering,  the giant sizes, the  

                          family   bargain    packs   with   Day-Glo   sale   stickers,   in   the   sense   of  

                          replenishment  we felt, the sense of well-being, the security and contentment  

                          these  products  brought to some snug home in our souls –  it seemed we had 

                          achieved  a  fullness  of  being  that  is  not  known  to people who need less,  

                          expect less. (DeLillo, 1985: 20) 

 

 

         Jack’s words attest to the fact that “what the supermarket gives us is not real 

food” (Goodheart, 1999: 121), but rather emotional sustenance, or put another way, 

what people seek in consumption is not so much physical gratification as a spiritual 

one. So, “the sense of security and contentment Jack experiences when he shops 

articulates all too clearly a late-capitalist ethos equating identity and well-being with 

consumer goods” (Fuller, 2006: 21). Jack’s equating an abundance of grocery items 

with a sense of well-being and happiness is typical of consumer mentality in general, 

which Baudrillard describes as “a primitive mentality” governed by “a form of 

magical thinking” (Baudrillard, 1998: 31), in which the consumer accumulates an 

array of objects believing they will bring him happiness, as a result of which 
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happiness is, in effect, reduced to “merely the accumulation of the signs of 

happiness” (Baudrillard, loc. cit.). Jack’s achieving “a fullness of being” through an 

abundance of grocery items confirms Baudrillard’s assertion that, in the consumer 

society, “happiness has to be measurable”; in other words, “it has to be a well-being 

measurable in terms of objects and signs” (Baudrillard, 1998: 49). Hence, the 

consumer society leaves no room for “happiness as total inner enjoyment, [...] 

happiness which has no need of evidence” or “visible criteria” (Baudrillard, loc. cit.), 

which testifies to the utter commodification of all that is nonmaterial and spiritual in 

human life. On another occasion, for instance, Jack resorts to consumption as a way 

of boosting his self-esteem which has suffered a blow after he has come across a 

colleague of his, Eric Massingale, in a shopping mall. Seeing Jack off-campus for the 

first time without his usual academic outfit, namely his dark glasses and medieval 

robe, Eric remarks that Jack looks like a “harmless, aging, indistinct sort of guy” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 83), following which, Jack indulges in “a manic spending spree” 

(Billy, 2006: 132) at the shopping mall: 

 

                        The  encounter  put  me  in the  mood to shop.  [...]  I  shopped with  reckless  

                          abandon.  I  shopped   for   immediate   needs  and   distant  contingencies.  I  

                          shopped for its  own sake, looking  and  touching, inspecting  merchandise  I  

                          had no intention of buying, then buying it.  [...]  I began to grow in value and  

                          self-regard. [...]  The more money I spent, the less important it seemed. I was  

                          bigger than these sums.  These sums  poured  off  my skin like so much rain.  

                          These  sums  in  fact  came   back  to  me  in  the  form of  existential  credit.  

                          (DeLillo, 1985: 83-84) 

 

 

         The insulting remark of his colleague leads Jack to engage in wasteful, 

superflous consumption in the hope that “his lavish buying will reinforce his self-

image” (Billy, 2006: 132); the more money Jack spends the more “existential credit” 

it bestows upon him, which bears witness to the fact that, as Baudrillard argues, it is 

“wasteful expenditure” that enables people to “feel not merely that they exist, but 

that they are truly alive” (Baudrillard, 1998: 43). In the consumer society, people are 

led to believe that “they are affluent, fulfilled and liberated” (Ritzer, 1998: 15) as 

long as and to the extent that they consume, which accounts for “the seeming 

insatiability” (Ibid., p. 7) of consumers. Consumers’ insatiable desire for 
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commodities results in the proliferation of waste, which “DeLillo views as [being] 

entirely symptomatic of postwar US society in its superabundance and excess”
9
 

(O’Donnell, 2010: 133). As “the remnants of the human desire for ever-proliferating 

commodities” (Ibid., p. 132), waste plays a key role in DeLillo’s understanding of 

the consumer society, as manifested in the scene where Jack examines the family’s 

garbage bag in order to find Babette’s remaining Dylar pills which Denise has 

thrown away:     

 

                        The full stench hit me with  shocking force.  Was this ours?  Did it belong to  

                          us?  Had we created it?  I  took the bag out to the garage and emptied it.  [...]  

                          But why did I feel like a household spy?  Is garbage so private? Does it glow  

                          at the  core with personal heat,  with  signs of  one’s  deepest nature, clues to  

                          secret  yearnings,  humiliating  flaws?  [...]  Was  this  the dark  underside  of  

                          consumer consciousness? (DeLillo, 1985: 258-259) 

 

 

         Here Jack stresses that “waste products, the relics of the aftermath of 

consumption” (Gray, 2004: 617) provide clues to one’s personality, “one’s deepest 

nature”, as he puts it. Jack’s reflections on the significance of garbage show that in a 

“culture defined by its consumption” (Gray, loc. cit.), human beings themselves are 

similarly defined in terms of their consumption so that the tokens of one’s innermost 

feelings and desires are to be discovered in the garbage bag, which is yet another 

indication of the utter commodification of human beings.  

         In short, White Noise highlights the extent to which the Gladneys, and by 

implication Americans in general, lead consumption-based lives, relying upon 

objects and consumer goods to satisfy not only material needs, but also essentially 

nonmaterial needs like self confidence, happiness and spiritual sustanence. Indeed, at 

one point in the novel, Murray asserts that “the supermarket recharges us spiritually” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 37), thus giving voice to the idea that, in the consumer society, 

spiritual fulfilment is reduced to consumer fulfilment, i. e. nothing more than an 

effect of grocery-shopping. Another point made by Murray concerns the “sealed off, 

self-contained” (Ibid., p. 38) nature of the supermarket, which can be interpreted as 

                                                 
9
 Waste plays a major role in another DeLillo novel, Underworld, in which the protagonist is a waste 

engineer looking for sites to store nuclear and toxic waste. 
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an allusion to the solipsistic and narcissistic aspect of the act of consumption, 

particularly when considered in conjunction with another scene in the novel where 

the Gladneys drive to a fastfood restaurant, but decide to eat in the car instead, 

preferring to carry out their “rapid gluttonous consumption” (Osteen, 2006: 202) in a 

closed off, self-contained place: 

 

                        We decided to eat in the car. [...]  We wanted to eat, not look around at other  

                          people.  We wanted to fill our stomachs and get it over with. We didn’t need  

                          light  and  space.  [...]  We were  content to eat  facing in the same  direction,  

                          looking  only inches  past our hands.  [...]  We  ate fully  dressed,  in hats and  

                          heavy coats, without speaking, ripping into chicken parts with our hands and  

                          teeth. [...]  I chewed and ate, looking only inches past my hands. This is how  

                          hunger shrinks the world. (DeLillo, 1985: 231-232) 

 

 

         The scene depicting “the Gladneys eat[ing] in their car like voracious, 

prehistoric cave dwellers” (Billy, 2006: 129) may be interpreted as the dramatization 

of the solipsistic nature of consumption and consumer hedonism that renders the 

consuming individual virtually blind to anything and everything external to his own 

gratification. Furthermore, Murray’s description of the supermarket as  a “sealed off, 

self-contained” environment may also be associated with the concept of entropy, 

which is typical of all closed systems. Entropy, which “in its broadest sense” refers 

to “the increasing disorder of energy moving at random within a closed system, 

finally arriving at total inertia”, serves to denote the idea of “a gradual collapsing 

towards inertia and death” (Tanner, 1971: 142-143). For all its human buzz and 

activity, the supermarket, which can be taken to be a symbol of postmodern 

consumer culture itself, has the entropic tendency towards inertia, stasis and death. 

Indeed, at one point in the novel, Murray likens the supermarket to a Tibetan temple, 

but specifically one in which death rituals are carried out: “Here we don’t die, we 

shop,” says Murray, “but the difference is less marked than you think” (DeLillo, 

1985: 38). Murray’s drawing a parallel between shopping and death can be 

interpreted as an allusion to “the deadening aspects of materialism and consumerism” 

(Billy, 2006: 133). In effect, “what dies in the process of consumption [...] is exactly 

the self” (Ebbesen, 2006: 154), for, as Jameson points out, the late capitalist society 

enforces a rigid standardization, uniformity and homogeneity upon people in such a 
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way as to leave no room for an authentic self that can accomodate any feelings, 

ideas, needs or desires other than the ones dictated by the society.
10

 Thus, in the 

consumer society, human “subjectivity is itself the function of an anonymous, trans-

global economics for helpless consumers whose every desire is determined for them 

by corporate America” (Millard, 2000: 128). In other words, the late capitalist market 

ideology reduces human beings to a homogeneous “mass of consumers [who] must 

be equivalent to the homogeneous mass of products” (Baudrillard, 2010: 67). Murray 

himself alludes to this idea at one point in the novel, saying that “kids are a true 

universal” in that they constitute a homogeneous mass of targetable consumers, but, 

as they grow older, they start to become “less recognizable as a group, less targetable 

by advertisers and mass-producers of culture” (DeLillo, 1985: 50). Murray invites his 

students to contemplate their “place in the marketing scheme” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), 

thus implying that they are nothing other than mere figures in a marketing scheme 

defined in terms of their relation to consumer products. So, Murray’s words attest to 

the fact that, in the consumer society, human beings have no significance except their 

status as consumers, who are “financially essential, not only targeted but coveted by 

business strategists” (Caton, 2003: 113).  

         A particular way in which White Noise makes visible the omnipresent and 

pervasive influence of  “the seemingly invisible multinational corporations” in the 

everyday life of ordinary people is by illustrating how their “ghostlike machinations 

appear everywhere” (Ebbesen, 2006: 153); manifesting themselves sometimes in the 

computer-generated, synthesized woman’s voice calling the Gladney home as “part 

of a marketing survey aimed at determining current levels of consumer desire” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 48), but above all in the “insidiously hypnotic” (Osteen, 2006: 193) 

marketing slogans, advertising jingles – like “Coke it is, Coke it is” (DeLillo, 1985: 

51) – and brand names disseminated by the television and the radio, or issuing from 

the supermarket loudspeaker: “Kleenex Softique, Kleenex Softique” (Ibid., p. 39); 

“Dristan Ultra, Dristan Ultra” (Ibid., p. 167). Throughout the novel, the Gladneys are 

portrayed as “utterly steeped in commercial culture” (Osteen, 2006: 194) and 

haunted by “highly advertised trade names” (Cowart, 2003a: 78), which are so 

                                                 
10

 This same idea is also emphasized by Frankfurt School theorists, particularly by Herbert Marcuse in 

his book One-Dimensional Man (1964). 
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ubiquitous that they seem to “appear mysteriously in the midst of the mundane world 

of the novelistic narrative, detached, functionless, unmotivated” (Frow, 1999: 187). 

DeLillo inserts brand names, usually in the form of trios, into the narrative at the 

most unexpected moments, as when, to name but a few, the words “MasterCard, 

Visa, American Express” (DeLillo, 1985: 100) appear, abruptly, in the middle of an 

intimate conversation between Jack and Babette on the question of who will die first, 

or when the trio of synthetic fabrics “Dacron, Orlon, Lycra Spandex” (Ibid., p. 52), 

or the dandruff medicines “Tegrin, Denorex, Selsun Blue” (Ibid., p. 289) appear out 

of nowhere, interrupting the narrative. Thus, White Noise demonstrates how “the 

pressures of commercial interest are felt at pervasive subliminal levels” (Millard, 

2000: 112), which is also manifested in the instance when Jack, all of a sudden, 

becomes aware that “a jingle for a product called Rayban [is] running through [his] 

head” (DeLillo, 1985: 212). Advertising jingles and brand names haunt the Gladneys 

not just in their waking hours but even in their sleep, which is manifested in a 

particularly striking scene, where Jack hears his daughter, Steffie, muttering 

something in her sleep, and strains to understand what she is saying, convinced that it 

is of utmost significance: 

 

                        She uttered two clearly audible words, familiar and elusive at the same time, 

                          words that seemed to have a ritual meaning,  part of a verbal spell or ecstatic  

                          chant. 

                          Toyota Celica. 

                          A long moment passed before I realized this was the name of an automobile.  

                          The truth only amazed me more.  [...]  A simple brand name, an ordinary car.  

                          How could these near-nonsense words,  murmured in a child’s restless sleep,  

                          make me  sense  a meaning,  a presence.  She  was  only repeating some  TV  

                          voice. Toyota Corolla, Toyota Celica, Toyota Cressida. Supranational names  

                          computer-generated,  more or less universally pronounceable.  Part of  every 

                          child’s  brain  noise,  the  substatic regions  too  deep to probe.  Whatever  its  

                          source,  the  utterance  struck  me  with the impact of  a moment of  splendid  

                          transcendence. (DeLillo, 1985: 155) 

 

 

         Steffie’s muttering the name of an automobile, “Toyota Celica”, in her sleep is 

an overt example of the sinister way in which “consumerism and commodification 

infect everything” (Slethaug, 2000: 93), even a child’s unconscious. So, this scene 

may be viewed as confirming Jameson’s contention that late capitalism is 
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characterized by the “prodigious expansion of capital into hitherto uncommodified 

areas”, leading to, among other things, “a new and historically original penetration 

and colonization of [...] the Unconscious” (Jameson, 2009: 36). Thus, this scene is of 

paramount significance in demonstrating how “capitalism extend[s] its sinister power 

into the psyches of consumers” (Osteen, 2006: 193) so much so that even the most 

personal experiences, like dreams, are not exempt from infiltration by consumerism. 

To put it another way,  

 

                        a prominent feature of  [consumer] culture is the prodigious, media-powered  

                          expansion of  marketing  and  public relations  campaigns to the point  where  

                          their catchwords  and soundbites colonize not just the public sphere but also,  

                          it seems,  the individual  unconscious.  Henceforth,  even  the most  personal  

                          visionary experience appears to be constituted by the promotional discourses  

                          of a consumer society. (Maltby, 2003: 53) 

 

 

         What is surprising here is not so much that “Steffie’s unconscious mind has 

been colonized by commercial brand names” (Millard, 2000: 129), but that Jack, 

upon hearing Steffie’s sleep-talk, reacts to this alarming incident by having a sort of 

transcendent experience, “a moment of splendid transcendence”, as he puts it. This 

shows that in “the artificial, thing-filled, commodified landscape that constitutes the 

dinstinctive postmodern environment” (Morris, 1998: 93), transcendence is now to 

be sought in brand names muttered in a child’s sleep. In short, by portraying the 

colonization of all aspects of human life by the pervasive commercial slogans of 

consumer culture, White Noise “depicts a world that captures Jameson’s sense of the 

nearly ubiquitous reach of multinational capitalism” (Duvall, 2006: 124).  

         In White Noise, the “oppressive or sterile language of the marketplace” 

(Cowart, 2003a: 72) composed of commercial slogans, advertising jingles and brand 

names, which, as manifested in Steffie’s sleep-talk, are part of every person’s “brain 

noise” (DeLillo, 1985: 155), is revealed to be merely one among the many sources of 

the constant background noise that characterizes postmodern existence. In fact, one 

striking aspect of the novel is the way it resonates with all kinds of noise, from the 

“great echoing din” (Ibid., p. 82) of the hardware store to “the layers of oceanic 

sound” (Ibid., p. 288) that fill the supermarket, which is said to be always “awash in 

noise” (Ibid., p. 36); from the “remote and steady murmur” (Ibid., p. 4) of the traffic 
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on the expressway to the sounds of the various electrical appliances in the Gladney 

home, such as the “dreadful wrenching sound” (Ibid., p. 33) of the kitchen 

compactor, the “chirping sound” (Ibid., p. 94) of the radiator, the throbbing of the 

refrigerator, the sound of “the washer and dryer vibrating” (Ibid., p. 109) in the 

entranceway, etc., all of which combine to make up the titular ‘white noise.’ ‘White 

noise’, which is a technical term in communications theory signifying “an 

undifferentiated blending of [...] auditory stimuli” (Johnston, 1998: 184), is the 

central metaphor in the novel that serves to convey the unprecedented proliferation 

of media messages and information disseminated by communication technologies 

and the mass media. It is through this metaphor that 

 

                        the novel’s  preoccupation  with one of  the  key  aspects of  the  postmodern  

                          condition is revealed:   the fact that contemporary culture is characterized by  

                          an overload of communication,  information and representations, transmitted  

                          through the media,  advertising and marketing systems and the effect this has  

                          upon  postmodern  subjects.  ‘White noise’  is  the  term  for  the  cacophonic  

                          merging  of  sounds  which  we  hear  when  TV  reception  is  interrupted or  

                          during  audio  feedback,  but has a more general  sense  –  one  that  certainly  

                          figures  in  this  novel  –  as  referring  to  the  babble  of  different  messages  

                          transmitted constantly in our media-driven culture. (Nicol, 2009: 192) 

 

 

         So, the novel depicts how, in a world where “white noise, actual and 

metaphoric, constitutes the setting of a postmodern life” (Slethaug, 2000: 83), the 

Gladneys, and by implication all Americans, are constantly bombarded with an 

overwhelming amount of media messages disseminated every day, particularly by 

the radio and the television, which occupy centre stage in the novel as the major 

sources of news, information and entertainment. In fact, the ubiquitous voice of the 

radio and the television interrupt the narrative with startling frequency, so much so 

that they virtually figure as major characters in the novel. Thoughout the novel, the 

stray, disembodied TV and radio voices float in the Gladney home like “a sort of 

narrative toxin” (Cowart, 2003a: 85), whether they be instructions on yoga, such as 

“Let’s sit half lotus and think about our spines” (DeLillo: 1985: 18), or excerpts from 

a documentary about an unspecified animal, such as “This creature has developed a 

complicated stomach in keeping with its leafy diet” (Ibid., p. 95), or a prediction 

about international politics, such as “A California think-tank says the next world war 
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may be fought over salt” (Ibid., p. 226), or the increasingly fragmented and only 

partially intelligible bits of meaningless utterances which terminate in midsentence, 

such as “Until Florida surgeons attached an artificial slipper” (Ibid., p. 29), or 

“Excesses of salt, phosphorus, magnesium” (Ibid., p. 236), or “In the four-hundred-

thousand-dollar Nabisco Dinah Shore” (Ibid., p. 239), etc. By incorporating such 

random, fragmentary utterances from the TV and the radio, DeLillo portrays 

contemporary America as a “culture marked by TV, film and electronic media 

saturation” (LeBesco, 2006: 88), thus laying bare the transformation of the 

postmodern American landscape into a mediascape. In point of fact, the critic John 

Johnston cites DeLillo’s White Noise, which “registers how a domestic middle-class 

consciousness attempts to come to terms with [...] the blurred mediascape of 

contemporary America” (Johnston, 1998: 181), as an example of what he terms 

“novels of information multiplicity” (Ibid., p. 3). According to Johnston, the defining 

feature of information  

 

                        is  its  viral  power,  its   tendency  to  proliferate. [...]   This  viral   power  of  

                          information and consequently this new state of  information  multiplicity  are  

                          the  informing  principles  of  and  central  interest  in  a series of   American  

                          novels  published between 1973 and 1991.
11

 Taking information and the new  

                          technological  communications  assemblages as their primary concern,  these  

                          novels of  information multiplicity as I call them  [...]  register the world as a  

                          multiplicity [...]  and demonstrate the necessity of discovering alternatives to  

                          mimetic   and    expressive   models   in  a  culture   of   noise   and   entropic  

                          dissemination     in     which    information      constantly     proliferates    and  

                          representations insidiously replicate. (Johnston, 1998: 3)  

 

 

         In White Noise, the voices emanating from the TV and the radio provide 

fragmentary, irrelevant bits and pieces of information on random, more often than 

not, trivial subjects, which neither enhance one’s knowledge nor can be utilized to 

serve any useful purpose whatsoever. By highlighting the extent to which American 

culture is steeped in all kinds of trivial, superflous media messages that threaten to 

overwhelm the subject who is helpless in the face of “the onslaught of information” 

(LeBesco, 2006: 88), DeLillo touches on an important aspect of the postmodern 

                                                 
11

 According to Johnston, other novels of information multiplicity published within the designated 

time span include novels by Thomas Pynchon, Joseph McElroy, William Gaddis and William Gibson. 

For a detailed discussion of this subject, see John Johnston’s book Information Multiplicity (1998).  
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condition: “DeLillo applies the metaphor of a circumambient white noise to suggest 

[...] the entropic state of postmodern culture where, in general, communications are 

degraded by triviality and irrelevance” (Maltby, 2003: 58) and where the subject is 

overwhelmed by a superabundance of information, which, without having a chance 

to acquire any meaning, dissolves inside the flux of a meaningless white noise. This, 

indeed, is the very idea put forward by Jean Baudrillard in his article “The Implosion 

of Meaning in the Media”, where he stresses the “radical loss of meaning” 

(Baudrillard, 2010: 80) resulting from the proliferation of information through the 

media: 

 

                        We live in a  world  where there is more and more information,  and less and  

                          less meaning.   [...]   Information  is  directly   destructive  of   meaning   and  

                          signification or it neutralizes them.  The loss of  meaning is directly linked to  

                          the  dissolving, dissuasive  action of  information,  the  media  and  the  mass  

                          media.  [...]  Thus, information dissolves meaning  [...]  in a sort of  nebulous  

                          state leading not at all to a surplus of innovation, but, on the contrary to total  

                          entropy.  (Baudrillard, 2010: 79-81) 

 

 

         DeLillo’s depiction of the mass media in White Noise resonates with the 

Baudrillardian view of “the explosion of information and the implosion of meaning 

as the keynote of mass communication” (Kroker and Cook, 1991: 170). The 

Gladneys inhabit a world where, as Jack puts it, “true, false and other kinds of news 

radiate” and “remarks exist in a state of permanent flotation” since “no one thing [is] 

either more or less plausible than any other thing” (DeLillo, 1985: 129). This 

becomes more evident than ever following the outbreak of the airborne toxic event 

when the radio provides, every ten minutes or so, contradictory information about the 

symptoms caused by the toxic chemical Nyodene D. and all kinds of strange rumours 

keep circulating at the evacuation centre concerning the catastrophe, such as the 

news about “a helicopter [that] had entered the toxic cloud and never reappeared”, or 

about Nyodene-sniffing “dogs [that] had arrived from New Mexico, parachuting into 

a meadow in a daring night drop” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Jack notes that even the most 

irrational and implausible information is consumed without any sign of disbelief as 

people are “released from the need to distinguish” (DeLillo, 1985: 129) between the 

rational and the irrational, the plausible and the implausible. This is another 
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illustration of how DeLillo brings to light the chaotic, entropic state of the 

contemporary world, where “multiplicity melts into sameness, where more choice, 

more information, more facts resolve into an even hum of equally plausible hence 

meaningless white noise” (Britt, 2006: 112). In other words, 

 

                        DeLillo represents the foul matrix that threatens Jack as the proliferation [...]  

                          of  white noise,  the  panasonic mixture of  undifferentiated  frequencies  one  

                          hears  between  stations.  [...]  A  kind of chaos,  the  absence  of  meaningful  

                          differentiation,  the  sonic equivalent  of  entropy and heat death, white noise  

                          [...]  implies  that  the  Gladneys and their  fellow  Americans are perpetually  

                          surrounded  by a  fatiguing  glut  of  noise  and advertising  and  information.  

                          (Cowart, 2003a: 84-85)  

 

         In short, White Noise demonstrates that the excessive information disseminated 

every second of every day by the media transcends the Gladneys’, or any human 

being’s for that matter, capacity to process or evaluate it, as a result of which all 

media messages are reduced to indistinguishable auditory stimuli devoid of any 

meaning. What is more, “this aural clutter threatens to shape the human mind in its 

own image” (Cowart, 2003a: 85). The debilitating impact of excessive information 

on the human mind manifests itself, among other things, in the ways in which the 

discourse between the members of the Gladney family has increasingly come to 

resemble the fragmentary, disjointed TV voices that fill the Gladney home. A typical 

conversation between the Gladneys sounds less like a meaningful human interaction 

than a ridiculous gibberish which teems with irrelevant information picked up from 

the television – from “Cable Health, Cable Weather, Cable News, Cable Nature” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 231) –  and which, more often than not, resembles the following: 

 

                        “What is it camels  store in their  humps?”  Babette said.  “Food or  water?  I  

                          could never get that straight.” 

                          “There are one-hump camels and two-hump camels,”  Heinrich told her. “So  

                          it depends which kind you’re talking about.” 

                          “Are you telling me a two-hump camel stores food in one hump and water in  

                          the other?” 

                          “The   important   thing   about  camels,”  he  said,   “is   that  camel  meat  is 

                          considered a delicacy.”  

                          “I thought that was alligator meat,” Denise said. 

                          “Who introduced the camel to America?” Babette said. [...] 

                          “Are you sure you’re not talking about llamas?” Heinrich said. 
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                          “The llama stayed in Peru,” Denise said.  “Peru has the llama, the vicuna and  

                          one other animal. Bolivia has tin. Chile has copper and iron.”(DeLillo, 1985: 

                          81) 

 

 

         The Gladney family’s “hilariously misinformed conversation” (Osteen, 2006: 

199) testifies to the fact that although there is an unprecedented proliferation of 

information through the media, it is not increasing one’s knowledge; on the contrary, 

“the viral proliferation of information brings about uncertainty” (Johnston, 1998: 2-

3) and confusion more than anything else. So, “one could read” the Gladneys’ 

confused state of mind and “their fragmented knowledge as what happens when you 

get all your information from the cable” (Osteen, 2006: 199). The condition of the 

Gladney family, which is indicative of the debilitating impact of the mass media on 

human existence, can best be appraised in the light of the Baudrillardian concept of 

‘the ecstacy of communication’, which designates how living in “close proximity to 

instantaneous images and information” (Kellner, 2002: 53) results in the postmodern 

subject’s “internaliz[ing] the media and thus becom[ing] terminals within media 

systems” (Kellner, 1989: 71), which is what the Gladneys have ostensibly become. 

Thus, in a way that resonates with the ideas put forward by Baudrillard, DeLillo 

depicts a world in which 

 

                        we  are   bombarded  by  ceaseless   information   from  the  media,   floating  

                          signifiers circulate endlessly. In fact,  [...]  we have become part of the media  

                          circuit representing little more than networks, or nodes, in the media system.  

                          [...]  We  are  subjected  to  the  rampant  obscenity  of  uninterrupted   social  

                          commentary.   And   then,  with  everything   over-signified,  meaning   itself  

                          becomes  impossible to grasp. [...]  We have become  over-informed;  buried  

                          alive under information. (Ritzer, 1997: 103, 110) 

 

 

         In his essay, “The Ecstacy of Communication”, Baudrillard “describes the 

media as instruments of obscenity, transparency and ecstacy” (Kellner, 1989: 71) in 

that the media render everything visible, explicit and transparent, thus destroying all 

that used to be personal and private. This aspect of the media is conveyed in White 

Noise by means of the radio-call-in shows that Babette is particularly fond of 

listening. As Jack puts it, “Babette [can] not get enough of talk radio” (DeLillo, 

1985: 263); she is virtually addicted to radio shows where the callers reveal their 
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innermost feelings and confide their secrets, such as a woman who complains about 

her dissatisfaction with her appearance, saying “I hate my face [...] this is an ongoing 

problem with me for years” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), or a man who makes revelations 

about his sexuality, saying, “I was getting mixed messages about my sexuality” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 201). In a society where human beings wallow in the ecstacy of 

communication, Babette, who associates speech with the mass media, is not at all 

unhappy with her youngest child Wilder’s retarded speech development and 

responds in the following way when Jack expresses his worry about Wilder’s failure 

to talk:  

 

                        There is  enough  talk.  What is  talk?  I  don’t want him to talk. The  less  he 

                          talks the better. [...] Talk is radio. (Ibid., p. 264) 

 

 

         In fact, Babette wishes Wilder “to stay the way he is forever” (DeLillo, 1985: 

236), finding solace in his comforting silence which is in stark contrast to the 

“obscene delirium of communication” (Baudrillard, 1993: 132) associated with the 

mass communication systems of postmodernity. 

         Furthermore, in the same way as Baudrillard, who likens the debilitating impact 

of excessive information to “a sort of electrocution” resulting in “mental recession” 

(Kellner, 1989: 205, 207), DeLillo portrays the white noise of information networks 

as detrimental to health. Early in the novel, Jack speaks of television’s “narcotic 

undertow and eerie diseased brain-sucking power” (DeLillo, 1985: 16) and Babette’s 

attempt to shield the children from it by having the whole family watch TV together 

one night a week in the hope that “the effect would be to de-glamorize the medium in 

[the children’s] eyes, make it wholesome domestic sport” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Later 

on in the novel, one of Jack’s colleagues at the College-on-the-Hill, Alfonse, with 

whom Jack discusses his fascination with TV disasters, overtly states that exposure 

to the constant flow of information leads to “brain fade.” According to Alfonse, TV 

disasters function as a remedy for information overload 

 

                        [b]ecause   we’re   suffering   from  brain   fade.   We   need   an   occasional  

                          catastrophe to break up the incessant bombardment of information.  [...]  The  

                          flow is constant.  [...]  Words,  pictures,  numbers,  facts,  graphics, statistics,  
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                          specks,  waves,   particles,  motes.  Only  a  catastrophe  gets  our   attention.  

                          (DeLillo, 1985: 66) 

 

 

         Even Murray, the spokesman for postmodern culture, acknowledges that 

“people get brain fade” due to overexposure to information, as a result of which 

“people’s eyes, ears, brains and nervous systems have grown weary,” which, he 

nevertheless claims, stems from “the wrong kind of attentiveness” (Ibid., p. 67) on 

people’s part and thus is not at all unavoidable. The character who best exemplifies 

the debilitating impact of the white noise of postmodern culture is, without doubt, 

Willie Mink, the Dylar project manager who has grown addicted to Dylar and 

regressed into a state of mental recession after his dismissal from his job. When Jack 

confronts Mink in his rented hotel room towards the end of the novel, he finds Mink 

seated in front of the TV set, where he evidently spends most of his time, repeating 

the meaningless voices he hears on TV shows. So, Mink’s  

 

                        speech is interlaced with incoherent snippets of TV dialogue. He is, in short,  

                          the  essence   of   white  noise.   His   behaviour  is   governed    by   external  

                          suggestions   and     messages    because     he  can   no   longer     distinguish  

                          representation   from   reality.    Mink  is  a  thoroughly  postmodern   figure.  

                          (Melley, 2006: 82) 

 

 

         Mink’s state of mental recession is reflective of the stultifying effect of the 

white noise of information systems on the human mind, or put another way, Mink is 

“a representative and embodiment of a postmodern informational world of networks 

and circuits” (Millard, 2000: 131). Evidently, Mink’s identity has dissolved inside 

the white noise of postmodern culture so much so that he can hardly carry on a 

coherent conversation with Jack, and most of his utterances are nothing more than 

meaningless TV voices, such as “some of these playful dolphins have been equipped 

with radio transmitters” (DeLillo, 1985: 310) and other such gibberish. In this sense, 

Mink is white noise incarnate, a further indication of which lies in the fact that Mink 

is presented as literally surrounded with white noise, for upon entering Mink’s room, 

Jack instantly notices that the room is filled with noise, which he describes as “faint, 

monotonous, white” (Ibid., p. 306) and, shortly before shooting Mink, Jack explicitly 

states that “white noise [is] everywhere” (Ibid., p. 310). Thus, through the character 



 101 

of Mink, who represents “depersonalization by means of sensory overload” (Bawer, 

2003: 22), DeLillo demonstrates not only that “the cacophony of messages and 

signals” disseminated by “the information systems of postmodernity cause the health 

of the postmodern subject to deteriorate” (Nicol, 2009: 192), but also that this 

cacophony is downright deadly to the self. As a matter of fact, a direct link is 

established between death and white noise in the course of a conversation between 

Jack and Babette on the subject of death which takes place immediately after 

Babette’s confession of her involvement in the Dylar experiment due to her 

enormous fear of death. At one point in the conversation, Babette ventures, 

 

                        “What if death is nothing but sound?” 

                          “Electrical noise.” 

                          “You hear it forever. Sound all around. How awful.” 

                          “Uniform, white.” (DeLillo, 1985: 198) 

 

         By suggesting that death may be nothing other than a uniform white noise that 

renders all messages unintelligible and incoherent, thereby destroying people’s 

capacity for meaningful differentiation, DeLillo points to the “fatality of information 

networks” (Kellner, 1989: 206) expounded on by Baudrillard. Like Baudrillard, 

DeLillo conceptualizes the white noise of postmodern culture as a “black hole of 

signs and information that absorbs all contents into cybernetic noise” (Ibid., p. 68), 

sucking out all meaning and reducing people to an incapacitated state in which all 

senses are lost beyond retrieval, which is, after all, a form of death itself. 

 

2. 3. A Requiem for the Grand Narratives 

 

         White Noise depicts a world in which “characters experience persistent brain 

fade” and “live in a state of dazed uncertainty, anxious and unsure about who they 

are” (Johnston, 1998: 184) and how they are to cope with “the disorienting 

instabilities” (Knight, 2008: 193) of the postmodern American landscape. Deprived 

of all stable points of reference, including religious, rational, metaphysical and 

empirical grounds for truth, DeLillo’s characters experience the world around them 

as steeped in radical confusion, uncertainty, indeterminacy, ambiguity, randomness 
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and chaos. The collapse of the grand narratives of modernity, which, as Lyotard 

argues, is the defining feature of the postmodern condition, has brought about “the 

dislocation of characters from an ordered and meaningful centre” (Oriard, 2003: 8) 

since they can no longer turn to religion, nor to reason, nor yet to science and 

technology as a means to reach truth. In the absence of valid criteria for establishing 

objective truth, anything and everything can be true so that even the most 

implausible, irrational, preposterous tabloid stories cannot be ruled out as utter 

nonsense. In White Noise, there are recurrent references to tabloids, which have a key 

function in highlighting the ways in which “postmodern groundlessness” spawns “a 

resurgence of irrationality” (Melley, 2006: 81). In fact, at one point in the novel, 

DeLillo inserts a five-page-long recitation of tabloid stories, including accounts of 

UFO sightings, reincarnation, “dozens of documented cases of life after death, 

everlasting life, previous life experiences,” such as the story about a woman who 

“was able to recall her life as a hunter-gatherer in the Mesolithic era ten thousand 

years ago,” as well as predictions for the coming year by America’s eminent 

psychics, which include, among other things, that “squadrons of UFOs will invade 

Disneyworld” and that “the ghost of Elvis Presley will be seen taking lonely walks at 

dawn” (DeLillo, 1985: 142-145). As Babette reads these downright ludicrous stories 

to a group of people at the evacuation centre, Jack studies the faces of the listeners 

and notes that “no-one seemed amazed by this account”, which they apparently 

regarded as “a set of statements no less real than our daily quota of observable 

household facts” (DeLillo, loc. cit). Jack, too, thinks that these tabloid stories are 

“not so very remote from our own immediate experience” (DeLillo, 1985: 146), 

particularly when considered in the light of the astonishing news he presently hears 

concerning the way the authorities are to ultimately deal with the toxic cloud: 

 

                        Technicians  were being lowered in slings from army  helicopters in order to 

                          plant  microorganisms  in the core of  the toxic cloud. These organisms were  

                          genetic  recombinations  that had a built-in  appetite  for  the particular  toxic  

                          agents in Nyodene D.  [...]  This stunning  innovation,  so similar in nature to  

                          something  we  might  have  come  across in  the  National  Enquirer  or  the 

                          Star,
12

 made us feel a little weary (Ibid., p. 160) 

 

                                                 
12

 The National Enquirer and the Star are two popular tabloids in the United States. 
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         DeLillo’s juxtaposition of tabloid stories with an ingenious scientific 

innovation, namely artificially engineered organisms “that can eat their way through 

the toxic event” (DeLillo, 1985: 160), serves to highlight the fact that scientific 

knowledge is, as Lyotard contends, equally as unreliable and unverifiable as what 

Lyotard calls narrative knowledge, namely myths, superstition and gossip. What 

DeLillo seems to be implying through the recurrent references to tabloids is that, 

after the delegitimation of grand narratives, people have no tools at their disposal for 

distinguishing truth from falsehood, knowledge from pseudo-knowledge, rationality 

from irrationality, the ground for such oppositions having disappeared. So, it is not 

unusual, in this postmodern world, for the police to seek “the help of a psychic to 

find the Treadwells” (DeLillo, 1985: 60) when they are missing or for a policeman to 

report seeing “a body thrown from an UFO” (Ibid., p. 234). Thus White Noise 

illustrates how the decline of scientific rationalism has fueled irrationality, resulting 

in a renewed interest in the supernatural and the paranormal. In this regard, DeLillo 

is listed “as one of several [writers] who register a shift in Western thought from 

modernity’s rationalization to postmodernity’s attention to the irrational” (Douglas, 

2002: 108). 

         White Noise is, on the whole, the account of the postmodern subject’s struggle 

for survival in a “postmodern relativistic universe” (Caton, 2003: 114) devoid of 

rationality, order, meaning, purpose and certitude to the extent that even the simplest 

truth statements have become extremely problematical, as manifested in a dialogue 

between Jack and his cynical fourteen-year-old son Heinrich, where Jack tries to get 

his son to acknowledge the fact that it is raining, but to no avail. Heinrich, who 

displays the extreme scepticism of a postmodern relativist, is convinced that nothing 

can be affirmed with certitude, not even a physical event like rain in spite of Jack’s 

appeal to “the evidence of our senses” (DeLillo, 1985: 23). Heinrich denies the 

possibility of the verification of data through sensory experience, saying: 

 

                        “Our senses  are  wrong  a  lot more often  than they’re right.  This  has been  

                          proved  in the laboratory.  Don’t  you know about all those theorems that say 

                          nothing  is  what  it  seems?  There’s  no past,  present  or future  outside  our 

                          mind. The so-called laws of motion are a big hoax.” [...] 

                          “It’s raining,” I said, “or isn’t it?” 

                          “I wouldn’t want to have to say.” [...] 
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                          “But you see it’s raining.” [...] 

                          “You’re  so  sure that’s rain.  How do  you  know  it’s  not sulfuric acid from  

                          factories  across the river?  [...]  You want an answer here and now.  Can you  

                          prove, here and now, that this stuff is rain? What is rain anyway?” [...] 

                          “First-rate,” I  told him.  “A victory for uncertainty,  randomness and  chaos.  

                          Science’s finest hour.” (DeLillo, 1985: 23-24) 

 

 

         Here, Jack speaks the language of common sense as opposed to which Heinrich 

takes up the position of a postmodern relativist who insists on the impossibility of 

truth statements and shuns away from affirming even a simple empirical claim that 

depends on sensory experience. In order to advance the case for relativity, Heinrich, 

in much the same way as Lyotard, appeals to the findings of new sciences (like 

quantum physics) which have undermined established scientific knowledge and 

problematized such basic issues as space, time and motion. In point of fact, the 

confrontation between Jack and Heinrich can be regarded as reflective of the clash 

between the modern and postmodern conceptions of the universe, the former founded 

on scientific rationalism, the latter on randomness and contingency: 

 

                        Jack begins this scene in the role of  an empiricist.  The world can be known  

                          and trusted,  he seems to say; it is  [...] a knowable and physical environment  

                          displaying   somewhat    predictable   natural  laws.   [...]   Heinrich,  instead,  

                          displays  the  mixed  role  of  relativist,  materialist  and  cynical  skeptic [...]  

                          meet[ing]  each  of  Jack’s  questions  with  the  well-known  skepticism  and  

                          undecidability of the postmodern theorist. (Caton, 2003: 114-115) 

 

 

         This is merely one among the many dialogues between Jack and Heinrich 

which terminate with Jack’s desire for certitude being thwarted by his son’s 

relentless scepticism. In these confrontations, Heinrich embodies the Lyotardian 

doctrine which negates all universal, absolute, essentialist grounds for knowledge as 

opposed to Jack who represents the human need for a stable basis for thought and 

action in the face of the epistemological uncertainty that is the keynote of the 

postmodern condition. On another occasion, for instance, Jack is again denied a 

definitive reply when he asks Heinrich whether he wants to go to visit his mother in 

the summer; all Jack can get in response to his question is a diatribe against the 

possibility of ascertaining what one really wants to do: 
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                        Who knows what I want to do?  Who knows what anyone wants to do? How  

                          can  you be sure  about  something  like  that?  Isn’t it all a question of  brain  

                          chemistry, signals going back and forth, electrical energy in the cortex? How  

                          do you know  whether  something is really  what you want to do or just some  

                          kind of  nerve impulse in the brain?  [...]  It’s all this activity in the brain and  

                          you don’t know what’s you as a person. (DeLillo, 1985: 45) 

 

 

         Heinrich’s words, which underscore our inability to reach definitive knowledge 

even where our own feelings are concerned, let alone external phenomena, embody 

an extremely materialistic vision of the human being as reduced to “brain chemistry,” 

the workings of which one can neither understand much less control. This extremely 

materialistic vision, which leaves no room for any moral values or ethical principles 

by ruling out all that is spiritual and immaterial, seems unacceptable to Jack, who 

wants to cling to the hope that man is something more than just “cells and 

molecules” (DeLillo, 1985: 200). Babette’s recourse to a drug, Dylar, which 

(supposedly) acts upon “the fear of death part of the brain,” releasing chemicals into 

the bloodstream that “speed relief to that sector” is, to Jack’s dismay, a further 

reinforcement of “Heinrich’s brain theories” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Jack’s frustration is 

evident from his following conversation with Babette, who claims that: 

 

                        “Everyhting  that goes on in your whole life is a result of  molecules rushing  

                          around somewhere in your brain.” 

                          “Heinrich’s  brain theories.  They’re all true.  We’re the sum of our chemical 

                          impulses. Don’t tell me this. It’s unbearable to think about.” 

                          “They can trace everything you say,  do and feel to the number of  molecules  

                          in a certain region.” 

                          “What happens to good and evil in this system?  Passion, envy and hate?  Do  

                          they become a tangle of neurons? [...] What happens when we reduce [them]  

                          to cells and molecules?” (DeLillo, 1985: 200) 

 

 

         The idea that the human being is nothing more than the sum total of the 

random, arbitrary chemical impulses in the brain over which he can exercise no 

control marks the ultimate triumph of indeterminacy, delegitimating both the 

narrative of religion that regards man as endowed with a sacred, immortal soul and 

the modern narrative of the autonomous individual capable of consciously working 

toward the goals of happiness, progress and emancipation. While Lyotard sees much 

to celebrate in “the postmodern undermining of absolutes and loss of norms” (Britt, 
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2006: 110), the same thing can hardly be said of Jack, or Babette for that matter, who 

feels totally at a loss in the absence of universal truths. In this regard, Jack appears to 

be “a modernist displaced in a postmodern world” (Maltby, 2003: 54) who 

desperately seeks for a stable foothold, though in vain. In fact, it can be said that 

Jack’s lament for the demise of the grand narratives and his longing for transcendent 

truth, which set the emotional groundtone of the novel, seem to colour DeLillo’s own 

vision of the contemporary world as well.  

         One of DeLillo’s main concerns in White Noise is to convey the helplessness of 

the postmodern subject in the face of “the uncertainties of postmodern life” (Morris, 

1998: 91), specifically to highlight the fact that the subject is literally “defenseless 

against [his] own racking fears” (DeLillo, 1985: 47), in particular, the fear of death. 

White Noise illustrates that the optimistic principle which underpins modern 

knowledge, namely that it is possible to understand the world and everything in it 

through rational analysis, by breaking them down to their components, is totally 

powerless in the face of death. This idea is conveyed by Babette, who, as a general 

rule, defines herself as a practical and rational person: 

 

                        I think everything is correctible.  Given the right attitude and proper effort, a  

                          person can  change a harmful  condition by  reducing it to its  simplest  parts.  

                          You can make lists, invent  categories, devise charts and graphs. [...] I’m not  

                          a very  ingenious  person,  but  I  know  how  to  break  things down,  how to  

                          separate and classify. (Ibid., p. 191-192) 

 

 

         Here Babette gives voice to two “fundamental assumptions of the modern 

project: first, that all aspects of human experience can be improved by rationalization 

[...] and second, that reductionist analysis is a sound basis for such rationalization” 

(Melley, 2006: 77). Babette’s failure to overcome her fear of death through her 

rigorous efforts at “understanding it better by reducing it to its parts”, namely her 

compilation of “lists and diagrams, [...] multicolored charts” and her interviews with 

“technical writers and scientists” (DeLillo, 1985: 192), shows that death marks the 

limit of scientific rationalism; it is “the final frontier of irrationality and mystery” 

(Melley, 2006: 82) that cannot be conquered. In particular, White Noise underscores 

the idea that “the prospect of death inspires apprehension in a society that has 
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deprived itself of” (Billy, 2006: 134) all spiritual, metaphysical and religious 

assurances against death,
13

 which is why neither Jack nor Babette can find any 

respite from their obsessive fear of death. Thus, 

 

                        set in a new  time of  pestilence, White Noise  concerns a latter-day plague, a  

                          mental and spiritual wasting,  the affliction of a godless age, an age disarmed  

                          of  all  spiritual weapons in the struggle with mortality.  [...]  White  Noise  is  

                          about fear of  death in a world that  offers more and  more  insidious ways to  

                          die –  and fewer and fewer structures  conducive to  the acceptance of  death.  

                          Such structures traditionally figure in religion,  but the 20th century manages  

                          little in the way of spiritual vision. (Cowart, 2003a: 77) 

 

 

         Although the narrative of religion has long since been discredited, when a 

catastrophe strikes, as in the case of the airborne toxic event, people prove more 

amenable than ever to believing in the outmoded myths about “faith, religion, life 

everlasting”, what Jack calls “the great old human gullibilities” (DeLillo, 1985: 319). 

This idea is demonstrated in a scene depicting the Gladneys’ encounter, at the 

evacuation centre, with “a black family of Jehovah’s Witnesses”, who are “handing 

out tracts to people nearby and seem to have no trouble finding willing recipients and 

listeners” (Ibid., p. 132). As Jack watches the black man preaching about God and 

the afterlife, proclaiming that “God’s kingdom is coming”, he cannot help envying 

the man’s “eerie self-asurance, his freedom from doubt” (Ibid., p. 135, 137). In his 

desperation, which intensifies even more after his (supposedly) lethal exposue to the 

toxic cloud, Jack himself once comes close to believing in God while contemplating 

a picture of heaven hanging on the wall of the hospital run by German nuns, where 

he takes Willie Mink after shooting and being shot by him. The picture makes Jack 

“feel good, sentimentally refreshed” and, in a spirit of optimism, he inquires of the 

nuns what “the Church say[s] about the heaven today”, whether “it is still the old 

heaven like that in the sky” (DeLillo, 1985: 317). However, there is a shock in store 

for Jack, for, to his surprise, it turns out that the nuns do not believe in God and that 

                                                 
13

 In fact, DeLillo has acknowledged that one of the influences on White Noise was a book by the 

cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death  (1973), “which discusses a culture-wide 

failure to come to terms with death since we no longer have the spiritual wherewithal to keep it at 

bay” (Cowart, 2003a: 77-78). 
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their faith is a mere pretense maintained for the sake of others, whereupon Jack 

exclaims: 

 

                        “But that’s ridiculous. What others?” 

                          “All  the others.  The others  who  spend  their  lives  believing  that  we  still  

                          believe.  It  is  our  task  in  the  world  to  believe  things  no  one  else  takes  

                          seriously.  To  abandon  such beliefs completely, the human race  would die.  

                          This is why we are here.  A tiny minority. To embody old things, old beliefs.  

                          The  devil,  the angels,  heaven,  hell. If we  did  not  pretend to believe these  

                          things, the world would collapse.” 

                          “Pretend?” 

                          “Of course pretend. Do you think we are stupid? Get out from here.” 

                          “You don’t believe in heaven? A nun?” 

                          “If you don’t why should I?” (DeLillo, 1985: 318-319) 

 

         This satirical dialogue between Jack and Sister Hermann Marie, the nun who 

nurses Jack’s wound, serves to highlight the extent to which the postmodern 

delegitimation of all kinds of narratives that presume to truth has undermined faith, 

leaving hardly any believers even among the nuns. Thus, “DeLillo demonstrates here 

the depth of his sensitivity to the philosophical parameters of his era” by illustrating 

“how postmodernism’s incredulity toward metanarratives can and must determine 

any aspiration to pure faith” (Young, 2006: 47). The nuns sneer at Jack for expecting 

them to take seriously the outmoded myths about God, heaven, hell, angels, saints, in 

short, “all the old muddles and quirks” (DeLillo, 1985: 319) that nobody else takes 

seriously. Sister Hermann Marie goes on to explain that “as faith shrinks from the 

world, people find it more necesary than ever that someone believe” (DeLillo, loc. 

cit.) since believers function as a stable reference point against which others can 

define themselves. To be more specific, “the nuns ostensibly signify, for a secular 

world, the possibility of belief”, for “we believe that the nuns believe” (Cowart, 

2003a: 86). So, by simulating faith, the nuns “set up a point of origin” (Britt, 2006: 

114) so as to prevent the world’s total surrender to confusion and chaos. White Noise 

further underscores the human need for spiritual sustenance by demonstrating the 

various ways in which, having been deprived of the consolations of religion, 

postmodern subjects tend to turn to other sources to satisfy spiritual needs. In Jack’s 

case, for instance, watching children sleep functions as a substitute for religious 
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experience, a source of spiritual replenishment that inspires in him “a feeling of 

desperate piety” (DeLillo, 1985: 154). As Jack puts it,  

 

                        watching children sleep makes me feel  devout, part of  a  spiritual system. It  

                          is the  closest I can come to God.  If there is a secular equivalent of  standing  

                          in a  great spired cathedral with marble  pillars and streams of  mystical light  

                          slantig  through  two-tier  Gothic windows,  it would be watching children in 

                          their little bedrooms fast asleep. (Ibid., p. 147) 

 

 

         As for the majority of others, it is the tabloids, with their inexhaustible supply 

of bizarre stories concerning supernatural events, reincarnation, transmigration, UFO 

abductions, miraculous cures for diseases, etc., that have taken over the function of 

religion and religious myths. It is very telling, indeed, that the novel’s concluding 

sentences focus on the tabloids lining the supermarket racks, which catch Jack’s eye 

as he is waiting in the checkout line: 

 

                        Everything  we need that is not food or love is here in the tabloid  racks. The  

                          tales of  the supernatural  and the  extraterrestrial.  The miracle vitamins,  the  

                          cures for cancer, the remedies  for obesity.  The cults of  the famous  and the  

                          dead. (DeLillo, 1985: 326) 

 

 

         Thus, the novel concludes on a note that underscores man’s spiritual yearning, 

which has not been eradicated by the postmodern undermining of absolutes, but 

redirected toward outlets other than religion, such as tabloids, mystical cults, 

astrology, even meteorology. Jack’s German teacher, Howard Dunlop, for instance, 

has “turned to meteorology for comfort”, finding in it “a sense of peace and security 

[he]’d never experienced before” (DeLillo, 1985: 55), while one of Jack’s exwives, 

Janet Savory, has joined an ashram,
14

 where she claims to have found “peace of 

mind, purpose, true fellowship” (Ibid., p. 273). Ironically enough, Janet’s spiritual 

recovery is undermined by Jack’s comment that Janet has found “peace of mind in a 

profit-oriented context” since “she operates the ashram’s business activities” (Ibid., 

p. 87). 

                                                 
14

 An ashram is “a place where Hindus live together away from other people” (From Longman 

Dictionary of Contemporary English). 
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         In the commodified consumer society that offers little in the way of spiritual 

sustenance, postmodern subjects, more often than not, seek solace in a material 

context, particularly in the consumption of objects so that “grocery shopping [...] is 

arguably the closest experience to a religious ritual to be found in the novel” 

(Mackenzie, 2006: 50). In fact, given the role it plays in the life of the Gladney 

family, the supermarket
15

 can be compared in terms of its function to the Church, or 

better still to a “postmodern paradise of prepackaged commodities”,
16

 where “the 

Gladney family finds emotional sustenance, where all becomes right again in the 

world” (Mackenzie, loc. cit.). The supermarket provides postmodern subjects not 

only with spiritual sustenance, but also with a sense of order and stability that is 

otherwise lacking in the world. The idea that the supermarket is a safe haven in a 

world rushing toward chaos is articulated by Jack, who expresses his unwavering 

faith in the supermarket in the following way: 

 

                        [T]he  supermarket  did  not change,  except for  the better. [...]  This was the  

                          key, it seemed to us.  Everything was fine, would continue to be fine,  would  

                          eventually  get even better as long  as  the supermarket did not slip. (DeLillo,  

                          1985: 170) 

 

         However, this precarious sense of order provided by the supermarket is 

shattered when “one day, without warning” the supermarket shelves are rearranged, 

resulting in “agitation and panic in the aisles, dismay in the faces of older shoppers” 

(Ibid., p. 325). The agitation, panic and dismay Jack sees in the faces of the shoppers 

is actually indicative of the helplessness human beings experience in the postmodern 

world on a grander scale. Left to their own devices in the absence of God, objective 

truth, timeless values and ethical universals, human beings themselves must “set the 

limits and controls that God or reason once provided”, which, however, is easier said 

than done considering the fact that they “lack the resources to impose order” on their 

“chaotic social environment” (Britt, 2006: 112) so that, ultimately, one’s whole life 

                                                 
15

 The role of the supermarket in the life of the Gladneys has been discussed at length in the previous 

section of this chapter. 
16

 Jean Baudrillard has also likened the supermarket to a postmodern paradise, claiming that the 

supermarket is “our Valley of Canaan, where in place of milk and honey, streams of neon flow down 

over ketchup and plastic” (Baudrillard, 1998: 26). 
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becomes nothing other than a futile attempt to impose an order and design on the 

surrounding chaos. As Murray puts it: 

 

                        We start our lives in chaos, in babble.  As we surge up into the world, we try  

                          to devise a shape, a plan.  There is dignity in this. Your whole life is a plot, a  

                          scheme, a diagram.  [...]  To plot is to affirm life,  to seek shape  and control.  

                          [...]  To  plot  is  to take aim  at something,  shape  time and space.  (DeLillo,  

                          1985: 291-292)  
 

 

         Here, Murray stresses that plots of all kinds – be they conspiratorial plots like 

Jack’s plot to kill Willie Mink, or theoretical undertakings like Murray’s own 

analysis of popular culture, or rationalistic constructs like philosophical paradigms – 

stem from the desire to give shape to chaos. Murray also points out that Jack’s whole 

life can be regarded as a plot, a scheme – a “failed scheme” (DeLillo, 1985: 291) he 

adds in passing – constructed around the figure of Hitler with the aim not only of 

advancing his career, but also of shielding himself from his own death, which is 

rendered insignificant in comparison to “the overwhelming horror” (Ibid., p. 287) 

committed by Hitler.
17

 According to Murray, Jack’s attempt to “conceal himself in 

Hitler and his works” is far from unusual, since, more ofen than not, “helpless, 

fearful people are drawn to magical figures, mythic figures, epic men who [...] are 

larger than life” (loc. cit.). This is one among the many ways in which the novel 

foregrounds the idea that, in their helplessness, postmodern subjects – perhaps even 

more so than those before them – are drawn to powerful, iconic figures, “reliable, 

hence reassuring figures of authority” (Britt, 2006: 112), in order to be absolved from 

the responsibility of shaping their own lives and making their own decisions. The 

abdication of decision making to the authorities and experts has reached such an 

extent that people seek guidance even where the most basic everyday activities are 

concerned, such as standing, eating and drinking, which is why Babette teaches an 

adult education course on posture and is asked to teach another called “Eating and 

                                                 
17

 In an interview, DeLillo has explained that “Gladney finds a perverse form of protection” in Hitler, 

for “the damage caused by Hitler was so enormous that Gladney feels he can disappear inside it and 

that his own puny dread will be overwhelmed by the vastness, the monstrosity of Hitler himself” 

(DeLillo in DeCurtis, 1999: 63). 
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Drinking: Basic Parameters” (DeLillo, 1985: 171). At one point in the novel, Babette 

explains the idea behind her classes in the following way: 

 

                        Knowledge  changes every day.  People like to have their beliefs  reinforced.  

                          Don’t lie down after a heavy meal.  Don’t drink liquor on an empty stomach.  

                          [...]  People need to be reassured by someone in a position of authority that a  

                          certain  way  to do something is the right way or the wrong way,  at least  for  

                          the time being. (DeLillo, loc.cit.) 

 

 

         Thus, “DeLillo documents the transfer of authority, decision making and 

human agency to” (Melley, 2006: 78) experts, authorities and officials of all sorts 

among the distinguishing features of postmodern culture, which is characterized by 

extreme uncertainty that is further aggravated by “the rapidly changing state of 

knowledge” (Slethaug, 2000: xii). People’s dependence on the authorities becomes 

even more pronounced in times of crisis; as Jack puts it, “what people in an exodus 

fear most immediately is that those in positions of authority will long since have fled, 

leaving us in charge of our own chaos” (DeLillo, 1985: 120). During the airborne 

toxic event, the Gladneys, as well as other Blacksmith residents, look to the 

authorities for guidance and unquestioningly follow their directions and “mass-

mediated social controls” (Melley, 2006: 74) in a state of blind conformity, as when, 

for instance, they obey “the voice on the radio” which says that “people in the west 

end of the town [are] to head for the abandoned Boy Scout camp” (DeLillo, 1985: 

119) even if it means having to pass right under the toxic cloud in order to get to the 

designated evacuation centre. 

         Given their hyperconformity, their incapacity to act upon their own individual 

judgement and the subsequent loss of their sense of agency, postmodern subjects are, 

despite centuries of (so-called) scientific progress, much worse off than those who 

lived in the past. In this regard, DeLillo’s portrayal of the postmodern condition 

accords closely with the Lyotardian critique of the project of modernity, which 

stresses that the modern ideal of human emancipation through technoscientific 

progress is exhausted because it has lost its credibility. DeLillo depicts how, instead 

of leading to increased knowledge and freedom as expected, technoscientific 

development has, on the contrary, “create[d] new forms of human dependence and 
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ignorance” (Melley, 2006: 78). On a number of occasions, Heinrich rants on about 

the ignorance of people in general, and once he goes so far as to claim that 

contemporary people are as ignorant as those who lived in the Stone Age, or even 

more so, since the latter, at least, knew how to rub flints together to make a fire, 

while the former could not even do that. Heinrich tells Jack to imagine being thrown 

back in time to  

 

                        the Stone Age, knowing all these great things after centuries of progress, but 

                          what  can  we do to  make life  easier  for the Stone Agers?  Can we  make  a  

                          refrigerator?  Can we even explain how it works?  What is electricity?  What  

                          is light?  We  experience these  things every day of  our lives  but what  good  

                          does  it do if  we  find ourselves  hurled  back in time  and we can’t even  tell  

                          people the  basic  principles  much less  actually make something that  would  

                          improve  conditions.  [...]   We   think  we’re  so  great   and  modern,   moon  

                          landings, artificial hearts. [...]  What good is knowledge if it just floats in the  

                          air?  It  goes from computer to computer. It changes and grows every second  

                          of every day. But nobody actually knows anything. (DeLillo, 1985: 147-149) 

 

 

         Heinrich’s words can be read as resonating with the Lyotardian critique of the 

grand narrative of emancipation, where knowledge is presented as a means of 

liberation from the fetters of ignorance. Lyotard, too, like Heinrich, argues that 

advances in science and technology “in no way signif[y] an increase in knowledge, 

sensibility, tolerance and liberty”; on the contrary, “experience shows rather the 

reverse: a new barbarism, illiteracy [...] immiseration of the mind” (Lyotard, 1991: 

63). In effect, White Noise demonstrates how “the ongoing Enlightenment attempt to 

enrich and prolong human existence through objective science, rational social 

organization and technological domination of nature” (Melley, 2006: 74) has totally 

failed, resulting, instead, in the increasing destabilization of human beings, the 

impoverishment of the mind as well as the contamination of the environment. Thus, 

White Noise testifies to Lyotard’s contention that human “needs for security, identity 

and happiness seem irrelevant to” (Lyotard, 2003: 78-79) technoscientific progress 

which 

 

                        seems  to proceed of its own accord, with a force, an autonomous motoricity  

                          that is independent of us. It does not answer to demands issuing from human  

                          needs.  On  the  contrary,  human  entities  always  seem  destabilized  by the  
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                          results and implications of development. (Lyotard, 2003: 78-79) 

 

 

         Like Lyotard, DeLillo presents an “uncompromising critique of the modern 

ideology of technological emancipation” (Melley, 2006: 83) and calls into question 

the myth that technoscientific research is a project carried out for the benefit of 

humanity by portraying the apocalyptic consequences of unchecked technoscientific 

progress. From the outset, the novel is haunted by the pervasive but unlocatable 

threat posed by technology, which can never be precisely pinpointed but seems to be 

so closely vowen into the texture of everyday life that it always makes its presence 

felt. Long before the toxic cloud appears in the sky, the grade school in Blacksmith is 

evacuated on the grounds that the students and teachers are complaining of a 

mysterious ailment, whereupon experts in protective Mylex suits are called in to 

conduct an investigation, which, however, does not yield any conclusive results: 

 

                        Investigators  said it could be the ventilating system, the paint or varnish, the  

                          foam insulation, the electrical insulation,  the cafeteria food, the rays emitted  

                          by   microcomputers,   asbestos   fireproofing,   the   adhesive   on    shipping  

                          containers,  the  fumes  from   the  chlorinated  pool,  or   perhaps  something  

                          deeper,  finer-grained,  more closely woven into the basic state of things.  As  

                          Denise and Steffie stayed home that week, men in Mylex suits and respirator  

                          masks  made  systematic  sweeps of  the building with infrared detecting and  

                          measuring equipment. Because Mylex is itself  a suspect material, the results  

                          tended to be ambiguous. (DeLillo, 1985: 35) 

 

 

         What makes this ambiguous threat even more menacing is the sudden death of 

one of the Mylex-suited men during the inspection of the school, an event which 

highlights “that sense of the nameless, lurking disaster that characterizes” (Scanlan, 

2006: 33) the technologically advanced American society. In fact, White Noise is 

literally haunted by the presence of Mylex-suited men, who represent the ubiquitous 

threat posed by technology, and abounds with references to toxicity, industial waste, 

radiation, carcinogenic substances so much so that even the chewing gum Babette 

regularly buys is said to “cause cancer in laboratory animals” (DeLillo, 1985: 41). In 

this heavily polluted postmodern environment, the fact that his fourteen-year-old son, 

Heinrich, is losing his hair leads Jack to the following contemplations:  
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                        Did  his  mother  consume some  kind of  gene-piercing substance when  she  

                          was  pregnant?   [...]   Have  I  raised  him   unwittingly  in  the  vicinity of  a  

                          chemical  dump  site, in the path of  air currents  that  carry industrial  wastes  

                          capable of  producing  scalp  degeneration, glorious sunsets? [...] Man’s guilt  

                          in  history  and  in  the  tides of   his  own  blood  has  been  complicated   by  

                          technology, the daily seeping falsehearted death. (DeLillo, 1985: 22) 

 

 

         Hence, the novel depicts an America which is overshadowed by a sense of 

impending disaster and where toxic spills involving such deadly chemicals as 

“cancerous solvents from storage tanks, arsenic from smokestacks, radioactive water 

from power plants” (DeLillo, 1985: 174) have become almost an everyday 

occurance. However, as Heinrich points out, the real threat stems less from toxic 

spills than from the seemingly harmless household appliances that people daily use, 

“your radio, your TV, your microwave oven”; in other words, “it’s the things right 

around you in your own house that’ll get you sooner or later” (Ibid., p. 174-175). 

Heinrich’s words provide an insight into what may be termed “the technological 

paradox” (Melley, 2006: 78), namely that while on the one hand technological 

innovations promise to improve the quality of human life, even “to offer talismanic 

protection against death” (Ibid., p. 80), on the other hand they generate even more 

insidious new threats. In other words, technology has both a menacing and a 

comforting dimension, the former symbolized by the airborne toxic event, which is 

the embodiment of the threatening power of technology that haunts the novel from 

the start, the latter by Dylar, the “superbly engineered” (DeLillo, 1985: 190) drug 

which promises to relieve fear of death, and which, in Jack’s words, is “the benign 

counterpart of the Nyodene malice” (Ibid., p. 211). A recurrent motif in the novel 

that epitomizes the technological paradox is the “postmodern sunset, rich in romantic 

imagery” but ominous at the same time since it is caused by the “toxic residue in the 

atmosphere”  (Ibid., p. 227). In Blacksmith, “ever since the airborne toxic event, the 

sunsets [have] become almost unbearably beautiful” (DeLillo, 1985: 170), and the 

townspeople, including the Gladneys, flock to a highway overpass in order to watch 

these spectacular sunsets, which inspire in them a feeling of awe: “certainly there is 

awe, it is all awe, it transcends previous categories of awe, but we don’t know 

whether we are watching in wonder or dread” (Ibid., p. 324). Given that awe, wonder 

and dread are all feelings characteristic of the experience of the sublime, the 
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poisoned sunset, which is “malign and beautiful” (Frow, 1999: 177) at the same time, 

can be interpreted as an ironic version of the Lyotardian sublime. What is more, as 

“the site of conjunction of the beautiful and the toxic” (Ibid., p. 176), the postmodern 

sunset emerges as the unmistakable symbol of the paradox of technology, which is 

summed up by Murray in the following way: 

 

                        This is the whole point of  technology.  It creates an appetite for immortality  

                          on  the  one  hand.  It  threatens  universal  extinction on the other.  (DeLillo,  

                          1985: 285) 

 

 

         So, technology fuels fear of death at the same time as it promises to assuage it, 

but this is a hollow promise considering the fact that, ultimately, Dylar turns out to 

be a failure. White Noise  illustrates how technology spawns ever more insidious 

ways to die through the creation of “a whole new generation of toxic waste[s]” 

(DeLillo, 1985: 138), like Nyodene D., which can “seep into the genes, show itself in 

bodies not yet born” (Ibid., p. 116), hence Babette’s remark that “every advance is 

worse than the one before because it makes me more scared” (Ibid., p. 161). Murray 

provides a penetrating insight into “the new postmodern threat of artificial death [...] 

ubiquitous in the artificial new postmodern environment” (Morris, 1998: 90-91) as 

he explains to Jack that death 

 

                        is growing in prestige and dimension. It has a sweep it never had before. We  

                          study it objectively. We can predict its appearance, trace its path in the body.  

                          [...]  But it continues to grow, to acquire new passages and means.  The more  

                          we learn,  the more it grows. [...] Every advance in knowledge and technique 

                          is matched by a new kind of death, a new strain. (DeLillo, 1985: 150) 

 

 

         Thus, Murray stresses that the enormous advances in science and medicine 

have not brought mankind any closer to conquering death, which is “the last horizon 

of technical mastery, the mystery that cannot be rationalized” (Melley, 2006: 82). As 

a result, technology, far from finding a solution to the fear of death, the most basic 

human condition, “has the ironic effect of making death even more terrifying” 

(Melley, loc. cit.), for, as Jack puts it, “the greater the scientific advance, the more 

primitive the fear” (DeLillo, 1985: 161). At times, Jack plunges into nostalgic 
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musings on those who lived in the ages before the rise of technology, like Attila the 

Hun, for instance, whom Jack imagines to have died a fearless death under the “clear 

and uncontaminated” sky of the fifth century A. D., “accept[ing] death as an 

experience that flows naturally from life” (DeLillo, 1985: 100). Jack’s musings 

imply that human beings are worse off today than they were in the past in that they 

are alienated not only from life but also from death by the inexorable technoscientific 

development. Jack feels that “there is something artificial about [his] death” (Ibid., p. 

283), which, in all likelihood, will be brought about by exposure to Nyodene D., a 

byproduct of insecticide. It seems to Jack as “a death made in the laboratory” (Ibid., 

p. 127) rather than one that stems from natural causes, that is why he jokingly tells 

Murray, “they ought to carve an aerosol can on my tombstone” (Ibid., p. 283). 

Immediately after Jack learns about his (presumably) lethal exposure to Nyodene D., 

he gives voice to the postmodern subject’s sense of alienation from his own death in 

the following way:  

 

                        You are said to be  dying  and yet are separate from the dying,  can ponder it  

                          at your leisure,  literally see on the  X-ray photograph or computer screen the  

                          horrible  alien  logic of  it all.  It is  when  death  is  rendered  graphically,  is  

                          televised,   so  to speak,  that  you  sense  an  eerie  separation  between  your  

                          condition  and yourself.  [...]  It makes  you feel  like a stranger  to your  own  

                          dying. (DeLillo, 1985: 142) 

 

 

         As Jack explains above, what is most alienating about death in a 

technologically advanced culture is the intervention of the medico-scientific 

processes of diagnosis – such as X-rays, graphs, computerized scans –  as in his own 

case where a “computer verdict” (DeLillo, 1985: 172) proclaims that he is 

“tentatively scheduled to die” (Ibid., p. 202). When Jack applies to a computer 

technician at the evacuation centre in order to discover his degree of exposure to 

Nyodene D., he is asked to provide basic information about his “height, weight, 

childhood diseases”, all of which are, then, entered into a computer database which, 

in turn, produces  “computerized dots that register [his] life and death” (Ibid., p. 139-

140). As the computer technician explains:  

 

                        I punch  in the name, the  substance,  the exposure time,  and  then I  tap into  
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                          your  computer history. Your genetics,  your personals,  your medicals,  your  

                          psychologicals,   your  police-and-hospitals.   It comes  back   pulsing   stars.  

                          (DeLillo, 1985: 141) 

 

 

         Jack cannot help wondering what exactly this computer history the technician 

is referring to may be: “Did he know about my wives, my involvement with Hitler, 

my dreams and fears?” (Ibid., p. 140), he asks himself. Jack’s interview with the 

technician testifies to the fact that, as Lyotard argues, in the age of the 

computerization of knowledge, it is those things that are translatable into computer 

language – such as height, weight, childhood diseases, exposure time – that matters 

while the rest, such as one’s dreams and fears, are regarded as insignificant. Thus, 

DeLillo exposes the dehumanizing effect of technoscientific discourse, which 

reduces the human being to “the sum total of [his] data” (DeLillo, 1985: 141). After 

studying the “coded responses on the data screen”, the technician notes that there are 

many “bracketed numbers with pulsing stars” (Ibid., p. 140), which evidently 

indicate the severity of Jack’s exposure; however, ultimately, the technician cannot 

provide any definite information as to Jack’s chances for survival. The technician can 

offer no clarification since they “don’t know enough at this time to be sure of 

anything”; hopefully, he adds, they will “know more in fifteen years” (DeLillo, 1985: 

140-141), thus leaving Jack in a state of tormenting indeterminacy, “ambiguously 

death-sentenced” (Ibid., p. 146), so to speak. Later in the novel, “Jack runs through 

endless diagnostic tests at a high-tech lab” (Morris, 1998: 95), furnished with the 

most accurate medical equipment, which similarly fail to shed any light on Jack’s 

condition. Thus, DeLillo demonstrates that the so-called objective scientific studies, 

laboratory tests – such as “blood-testing, brain-graphing, the recording of currents 

traversing [the] heart” (DeLillo, 1985: 276) and other computerized scans –  yield no 

“conclusive facts”, but merely “ambiguous data”, which is “often opaue” (Morris, 

1998: 39) and open to interpretation. Hence, in a way that resonates with the 

Lyotardian critique of science and scientific knowledge as fundamentally groundless, 

DeLillo satirizes “the authorized medico-scientific narrative” (Ibid., p. 25), calling 

into question the very existence of objective, verifiable scientific knowledge. 

Ultimately, Jack can manage to learn next to nothing about the exact consequences 

of Nyodene D. exposure except that according to “some conflicting data”, it may 
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lead to the growth of “a nebulous mass” in the body; “it’s called a nebulous mass”, a 

lab technician explains, “because it has no definite shape, form and limits” (DeLillo, 

1985: 280). This ambiguous explanation, which fails to offer the certitude that Jack 

demands, further highlights the fact that the medical process of diagnosis “withdraws 

any precise meaning, or is at best deeply ambivalent” (Frow, 1999: 187). Thus, the 

scene at the high-tech lab, which exposes medico-scientific procedures to ridicule, 

“embodies all the pathos of an impoverished and institutionalized empiricism” 

(Frow, loc. cit.) and serves to “destabilize traditional medical usage in ways 

commensurate with the changing postmodern world” (Morris, 1998: 40).  

         DeLillo’s critical attitude toward traditional medical and scientific discourse is 

also manifested in his exaggerated depiction of the helplessness patients feel before 

doctors. Both Jack and Babette look up to doctors as an authority figure who wields 

some sort of foreboding supernatural power, an access to occult knowledge, that is 

why talking to doctors is an extremely disorienting experience for them, almost “like 

having a conversation during a spacewalk” (DeLillo, 1985: 77). Jack is “prepared to 

be servile and fawning” (Ibid., p. 139) before doctors, or “medical personnel of any 

kind” (Ibid., p. 316) for that matter, in order to win their favour and to have them on 

his side, believing them to be supreme authorities on the matters of life and death. 

Thus, White Noise demonstrates that “science [...] has become mythical, reproducing 

the mode of blind obedience and worship of superior powers that were formerly 

attributed to religion” (Best and Kellner, 1991: 219). In fact, instances of the 

mystification of science and technology abound in the novel, as when, for instance, 

Jack goes to an ATM to check the balance of his bank account, and upon finding that 

the amount in his account corresponds to his own rough calculation, experiences a 

sense of overwhelming relief, which seems, to say the least, quite unwarranted: 

 

                        Waves of  relief  and  gratitude flowed over me. The  system had blessed my  

                          life. I  felt its support and approval. [...] What a pleasing interaction. I sensed  

                          that  something of  deep  personal  value, but  not money,  not that at all, had  

                          been authenticated and confirmed. (DeLillo, 1985: 46) 

 

 

         This scene exemplifies how, in the postmodern world, “transaction with 

technology is experienced as mystical” (Millard, 2000: 128), for evidently, Jack feels 
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that the ATM has somehow blessed him in a mysterious way, which attests to the 

fact that he accords a supernatural power to a technological system the workings of 

which is beyond his grasp. Such irrationality, DeLillo seems to suggest, is the natural 

outcome of ignorance as well as of  

 

                        increasing   dependence  on  technology,   which   has  not  only  eroded  our  

                          capacity to know the world directly, but also mystified technology itself. [...]  

                          As  individuals  increase  their  reliance  on  technical systems,  they come to  

                          view  such  systems  as  powerful   agents,  which  they  can  treat  only  with  

                          something  like  religious  faith.  From  this  perspective,  the  Enlightenment  

                          vision of  progressive  human  emancipation  through  science begins to look  

                          like a collective delusion. (Melley, 2006: 78-80) 

 

 

         In short, White Noise paints a rather bleak picture of the postmodern world 

where the modern project of universal human progress and emancipation has gone 

awry, fueling new forms of irrationality and where postmodern subjects, deprived of 

the certitude formerly provided by religion, reason and science, are helpless in the 

face of the reigning chaos, what Jack Gladney calls “the emptiness, the sense of 

cosmic darkness” (DeLillo, 1985: 100) that surround them. It can be argued, 

however, that “hope does come to DeLillo’s world in the form of Wilder”, the 

youngest member of the Gladney family who “refus[es] to increase his vocabulary 

past a few words” (Young, 2006: 48) and thus, in a way, resists cultural conditioning. 

From this perspective, Wilder can be said to embody the Lyotardian concept of the 

inhuman, i. e. the unsocialised, unconditioned, unprogrammed child who is more or 

less exempt from social restraints and predetermined structures of thought. Although 

Wilder does not speak, he expresses himself through crying – once he cries for 

“nearly seven straight hours” (DeLillo, 1985: 79) – which may be interpreted as a 

form of expression “beyond identifiable communication codes” that is “instinctively 

close to the rhythms and truths of nature” (Slethaug, 2000: 58). So, not surprisingly, 

as Jack is listening to Wilder’s crying, he cannot help thinking that Wilder is “saying 

nameless things in a way that touched me with its depth and richness” (DeLillo, 

1985: 78). Both Jack and Babette find Wilder’s company immensely reassuring, 

which, according to Murray, stems from Wilder’s “freedom from limits” (Ibid., p. 

289), in particular his exemption from the fear of death. However, Wilder’s 
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ignorance about death nearly costs his life when he drives his tricycle across the busy 

highway and miraculously survives, an incident which further intensifies the mystical 

aura that envelops Wilder. Both Jack and Babette wish Wilder would never grow up, 

but “they know to their sorrow that Wilder will inevitably become heir to their own 

adult anxiety, their sickness unto death”
18

 (Cowart, 2003a: 82), the irredeemable 

affliction of the postmodern subject. 

 

 

 

 

                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18

 Sickness unto Death (1849) is the title of a book by the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard 

(1813-1855). There is an overt allusion to the book in White Noise, when, towards the end of the 

novel,  in reply to Jack’s question whether she is still scared of death, Babette says: “You mean am I 

sick unto death? The fear hasn’t gone Jack” (DeLillo: 1985: 263). The allusions to Kierkegaard are 

not limited to this brief mention, however. Kierkegaard asserts that “dread and despair [are] integral to 

our encounters with death. At the same time, however, we gain true self awareness or become 

conscious of our selfhood when we face death, and therefore, dread and despair [are] indicative of a 

fundamental fear of conscious selfhood” (Drolet, 2004: 8). A similar idea is voiced by a character in 

White Noise, namely the neuroscientist Winnie Richards at the College-on-the-Hill, who once tells 

Jack that death “gives you a renewed sense of yourself, a fresh awareness of the self [...] you see 

yourself in a new and intense way; you rediscover yourself”; therefore, like Kierkegaard, Winnie 

Richards believes that “ it is a mistake to lose one’s sense of death” (DeLillo, 1985: 229). 
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                                                CHAPTER 3 

        PLAYERS AND THE PLIGHT OF THE POSTMODERN  

                                             SUBJECT 

 

         Players (1977), which is one of Don DeLillo’s earlier novels, centres on a 

young, well-to-do American couple, Lyle and Pammy Wynant, whose respective 

attempts to add an element of excitement to their mundane existence lead them into 

chaotic entanglements that ultimately threaten to completely shatter their complacent 

lives. Set in New York in the late 1970s, the novel, which is made up of two parts, is 

framed by two chapters that serve as prologue and epilogue, the former portraying 

seven unnamed characters on an aircraft watching an in-flight movie that depicts a 

group of golf players being slaughtered by terrorists. Although not directly related to 

the main action in the novel, the prologue nevertheless “gives the reader the model, 

or blueprint, that will generate the fiction to come” (Johnston, 1998: 175) introducing 

the novel’s major themes as well as the main characters who become recognizable 

only after reading the novel. The first part of the novel presents occasional glimpses 

into the everyday lives of the two central characters, Lyle and Pammy, the former a 

floor trader at the New York Stock Exchange, the latter working for a firm called 

Grief Management Council, a personal-services organization headquartered in the 

World Trade Center which helps people overcome grief. Dissatisfied with her 

monotonous life, Pammy finds some solace from boredom in the company of her 

homosexual colleague Ethan Segal and his partner Jack Laws, with whom she goes 

on a journey to Maine unaccompanied by Lyle, who refuses to join them using work 

as an excuse. In Maine, Pammy enters into a sexual relationship with Jack, the 

younger of the homosexuals who has begun to question his sexual orientation. 

Pammy’s casual sexual exploit has an unforeseen disasterous consequence, however, 

when, riddled with doubts as to his sexual identity and overwhelmed by anxiety 

about the future of his relationship with Ethan, Jack commits suicide by setting 

himself on fire, dying a particularly horrible death which sends the horrified Pammy 

running back to her sheltered life in New York.  
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         In the meantime, a second plotline traces Lyle’s activities, beginning with his 

witnessing the murder of a colleague, George Sedbauer, on the floor of the Stock 

Exchange, an event that stirs Lyle’s curiosity. Shortly after this event, Lyle gets 

involved in a sexual relationship with Rosemary Moore, the new secretary employed 

in his firm who surprisingly turns out to know something about the murder. Before 

long, Rosemary puts Lyle in contact with two acquaintances of hers, Marina Vilar 

and J. Kinnear, who, it turns out, are members of an international terrorist network 

plotting to blow up the Stock Exchange. The terrorists want Lyle to help them plant a 

bomb inside the Exchange, which, it seems, was the task originally assigned to 

George, who tried to abort the attempt at the last moment, which was the reason why 

he was killed. Lyle starts playing a dangerous game acting as a double agent by 

playing along with the terrorists at the same time as informing on them to the secret 

police. After some time, J. Kinnear, who also turns out to be an informer, disappears, 

but stays in touch with Lyle by occasionally phoning him to give him advice and ask 

for his assistance, whereupon Lyle readily agrees to help him without Marina’s 

knowledge. Meanwhile, Marina, who is oblivious of Lyle’s double-dealing, takes 

him to her apartment to meet another terrorist called Luis Ramirez, who is almost 

finished with making the bomb Lyle will presumably help plant inside the Exchange. 

After informing the police of Marina’s address, Lyle travels to a small town in 

Canada where he is supposed to meet Kinnear and give him the money he has 

requested; however, to Lyle’s surprise, the person who comes to meet him is not 

Kinnear after all but Rosemary Moore, who is revealed to be Kinnear’s lover. The 

novel concludes in an ambiguous way with an epilogue depicting Lyle in a motel 

room with Rosemary waiting for further instructions from Kinnear as to what to do 

next, but it seems rather unlikely that the call will ever come.  

 

3. 1. The End of the Unique Individual 

 

         Players, which is one of the foremost DeLillo novels to directly engage issues 

related to the question of identity, can be situated within the context of the 

“quintessential American theme of the self struggling in society” (Britt, 2006: 108), a 
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theme that is addressed in a great many American novels, which include, among 

others, Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun also Rises (1926), Saul Bellow’s The 

Adventures of Augie March (1953), Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), J. D. 

Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951), to name but a few. From Hemingway, who 

“set the tone for a generation of writers” by “giv[ing] voice to the alienation felt by a 

lost generation” (Britt, 2006: 107), to Salinger, who depicted the alienated individual 

as engaged in a quixotic struggle against a “phoney” world, modern American 

writers have recurrently portrayed the individual’s attempt to “resist the corrosive 

influence of the loss of values and subsequent alienation” (Britt, loc. cit.). A marked 

difference exists, however, between “DeLillo’s postmodern take on the American 

theme of the self struggling in society” (Britt, 2006: 114) and that of the 

aforementioned writers in that DeLillo’s characters are no longer afflicted with 

alienation or isolation, which are identified by Fredric Jameson as the anomie of the 

modern subject rendered obsolete in the postmodern world, but with something even 

graver and more insidious, namely the “incremental loss of distinct identity” (Ibid., 

p. 112). In DeLillo’s novels, “threats to individual identity now posed by 

contemporary consumer culture” have reached such an extent that “the self that [...] 

many American writers have turned to as a refuge or source of value” (Britt, 2006: 

103, 108) is itself in question. Thus, while “DeLillo’s precursor modernists” 

presented “the individual as the only source of value left in a meaningless universe 

and absurd and amoral society,” DeLillo, writing in the wake of postmodernism, 

“questions both the nature and stability of the individual” (Ibid., p. 109-110). In fact, 

it is only natural that “the very presence or absence of the self is one of the themes of 

DeLillo’s fiction” (Goodheart, 1999: 117) given the postmodern undermining of the 

grand narratives of modernity and the subsequent delegitimation of the narrative of 

the autonomous human subject, the grounding principle of Western philosophical 

thought dating back to Descartes’s famous statement ‘I think; therefore I am,’ which 

“initiated the mapping of subjectivity as a product of consciousness in the seventeeth 

century” (O’Donnell, 2010: 80). As Jameson puts it, postmodernism has brought an 

end to the modernist aesthetic which was 

 

                        organically  linked to  the conception of a unique self  and private  identity, a 
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                          unique personality  and  individuality  which can be  expected to generate its  

                          own unique vision of the world. [...] Yet today [...] this kind of individualism  

                          and  personal  identity  is  a  thing  of  the  past  [and]  the  old  individual  or  

                          individualist subject is ‘dead’. (Jameson, 1998: 6) 

 

 

         On the whole, there is good reason to assume that “DeLillo would endorse this 

view of the self as a nullity” (Goodheart, 1999: 118), and nowhere is this more 

noticeable than in Players, which encapsulates the postmodern notion of the death of 

the subject, namely the end of the autonomous individual with a stable, unified, 

coherent identity that is capable of retaining its integrity and maintaining a moral 

centre in a corrupt social world. As such, the characters in Players are neither unique 

individuals with psychological density, intellectual depth and a coherent identity, nor 

moral agents capable of making ethical choices; instead, they are portrayed as 

“emptied of substance and lacking coherence and consistency” (Nicol, 2009: 184), 

which is in perfect keeping with the postmodern emphasis on the end of the 

individual subject. So, in a sense, 

 

                        they  are hardly characters at all,  inasmuch as they lack a significant  mental 

                          life  and  seldom  reveal signs of  a complex psychological interiority. It may 

                          be  more  accurate  therefore  to view  DeLillo’s  characters  as  sites where a  

                          particular  configuration of forces and social pressures in the culture medium  

                          crystallize. (Johnston, 1998: 174) 

 

 

         Even more so than other DeLillo novels, Players registers the postmodern 

“transform[ation of] the ‘autonomous self’ into the ‘inauthentic self’” (Caton, 2003: 

108) in a way  that accords with Fredric Jameson’s views on the increasingly 

depthless, standardized and homogenized nature of the late capitalist society which 

leaves no room for a unique personal identity. The novel’s protagonists, Lyle and 

Pammy Wynant are an affluent urban couple who “joylessly pursue their livelihoods 

at two of the great workplaces of late-twentieth-century America: the Stock 

Exchange and the World Trade Center” (Cowart, 2003a: 45). In the same way as a 

host of other white-collar workers, Lyle and Pammy follow the same boring routine 

day after day – “the same old grind” (DeLillo, 1991: 26) – the former pacing about 

the trading floor for hours on end, watching the “numbers click[ing] onto the 

enunciator board” (Ibid., p. 64), the latter writing Grief Management brochures in an 
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office located on the eighty-third floor of one of the twin towers. Their upscale jobs 

and professional success are no source of solace to either Lyle or Pammy, who feel 

weary of the tedious routine of their yuppie existence, a condition by no means 

peculiar to them alone since, as Lyle puts it, “everybody, nearly, feels that way about 

their work, where they work all those years” (DeLillo, 1991: 91). For Pammy, even 

getting to her office is an ordeal as such in that she has to fight off crowds to reach 

the elevators, then “take the express up to [the] seventy-eighth-floor sky lobby, fight 

more crowds, then take a local to eighty three” (Ibid., p. 14). Towards the beginning 

of the novel, we see Pammy “fight[ing] the lunch hour mob” which is “pushing her 

away from an express elevator going down” (DeLillo, 1991: 14), a scene that 

metaphorically serves to highlight the self’s engulfment by the mass society which 

enforces a rigid homogeneity, thereby robbing the individual of personal autonomy 

and independent life. We get another glimpse of the anonymous urban masses as 

Lyle stands at the Grand Central Station watching the commuters going home after a 

day’s work, “people heading for their trains, skidding along, their shoulders 

collapsed [...] all moving through constant sourceless noise, mouths slightly open, 

the fish of cities” (Ibid., p. 80). Lyle’s characterization of the urban masses as “the 

fish of cities” constitutes a particularly compelling image of what Jean Baudrillard 

calls “the silent majorities”, i. e. the indifferent, passive, dehumanized, apathetic, 

silent masses who are devoid of any sense of agency, individual autonomy, personal 

opinion, or political will.  

         Thus, from the outset, Players registers the idea that in the late capitalist 

society, which, as Jameson notes, has generated the “the most standardized and 

uniform social reality in history” (Jameson, 1998: 72), there is “an unprecedented 

sense of threat from society to the self”, which is to be reckoned “not just as 

constraining the self but as something closer to annihilating the self” (Britt, 2006: 

108-109). Ensnared in a totally programmed and administered life dictated by the 

late capitalistic society, the workings of which they can neither comprehend nor 

control, both Lyle and Pammy, and by implication all postmodern subjects, are faced 

with the risk of being turned into mass-produced automatons whose only function is 

to perform a certain appointed task, that is “anonymous cogs” (Cowart, 2003a: 47) in 

the multinational capitalistic system. Pammy gives voice to this very idea early in the 
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novel with her remark “it is this thing that people are robots that scares me” uttered 

during a conversation with Jack, the homosexual companion of her colleague Ethan 

on what she calls “a gut topic” (DeLillo, 1991: 43). Pammy’s remark shows that she 

seems to have at least a dim awareness of having been reduced to a robot, i. e. one of 

the mass-produced people with homogenized ideas, homogenized experiences, 

homogenized lives. Thus, Players highlights the fact that in the contemporary 

postmodern society which enforces a rigid homogenization that threatens to 

obliterate individuality by turning people into mass-produced robots, the postmodern 

subject is reduced to a “one-dimensional man,” which is the term Herbert Marcuse
1
 

uses to describe the masses who have no feelings, ideas, needs or desires other than 

the ones imposed on them by society. In Marcuse’s words, “one-dimensional man is 

the mutilated and abstract individual who experiences and expresses only that which 

is given to him [...] whose behaviour is one dimensional and manipulated” (Marcuse, 

2010: 187). This view of postmodern society as total organization of daily life, total 

homogenization is also endorsed by Jameson, who contends that “social life has 

never been so standardized and the stream of human, social and historical 

temporality has never flowed so homogeneously” (Homer, 1998: 147) as it does 

now.  

         Players elucidates the fact that in a society where individuality is obliterated 

and human beings are turned into one-dimensional men, there can no longer be 

complex individuals with a unique personality capable of generating complex 

feelings, ideas, thoughts or actions. There is good reason to believe that both Lyle 

and Pammy are vaguely aware of the extent of their own one-dimensionality, which 

is evident from their tendency to persistently deny this fact and to interpret any 

thought, idea or action that happens to depart in the slightest way from the norm as a 

token of their complexity, a sign of uniqueness that sets them apart from others: 

When Lyle, for instance, no longer enjoys eating in the Exchange luncheon club, an 

exclusive club restricted to the members of the Stock Exchange, he wonders “if he’d 

somehow become too complex to enjoy a decent meal in attractive surroundings” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 14), or when he no longer feels sexually aroused while watching 

                                                 
1
 For more information on the concept of one-dimensionality, see Herbert Marcuse’s book One-

Dimensional Man (1964). 



 128 

pornography on TV, he wonders “if he’d become too complex to look at naked 

bodies, as such, and be stirred” (DeLillo, 1991: 17). By the same token, Pammy, who 

prefers the company of her gay friends Ethan and Jack to almost all others, wonders 

“whether she’d become too complex to care whether the others were gay or straight” 

(Ibid., p. 70-71). In the late capitalistic society where people lead carefully regulated, 

homogeneous, one-dimensional lives, any sign of divergence from the norm evokes 

Lyle’s interest; that is why the murder of George Sedbauer on the trading floor is 

such an intriguing event for Lyle, particularly in the light of the fact that the 

murderer, who turns out to be carrying a bomb, is George’s own guest. While 

discussing the murder with his friend, a fellow floor member called Frank 

McKechnie, Lyle expresses surprise at George’s association with the murderer, who 

is evidently a terrorist, whereupon McKechnie replies, “Maybe George had 

interesting friends” (DeLillo, 1991: 31), thereby suggesting that George was 

somehow different from regular white-collar workers. This impression is further 

reinforced by McKechnie’s description of George as a man who had “a gift for 

complications” (Ibid., p. 29), which implies that he was a complex individual, “not 

quite your run-of-the-mill dues paying member” (Ibid., p. 62). The murder of George 

Sedbauer, a seemingly nondescript white-collar worker like himself, completely 

confounds Lyle and leaves him to reflect on the rigidly programmed nature of his 

own life: 

 

                        I wonder what  [George] was doing with this guy wearing a guest  badge and 

                          carrying  a gun.  We go  through all those  days not  questioning.  It’s  all  so  

                          organized. Even the noise is organized.  I’d like to question a bit, to ask what  

                          this is, what that is, where we are,whose life I am leading and why. (DeLillo,  

                          1991: 62) 

 

 

         Lyle’s words bear witness to the fact that “we lead lives arranged by and for the 

interests of others” (Lentricchia, 1999: 202) organized according to the strict dictates 

of the late capitalistic society so that any divergence from the norm, as in the case of 

George Sedbauer, seems extremely intriguing. Thus, the picture Players draws of 

American society is in accordance with the ideas put forward by postmodern 

theorists like Baudrillard and Jameson who underscore the growing massification in 
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postmodern society, which has resulted in the utter obliteration of individuality and 

the subsequent transformation of people into “xerox copies.”
2
 DeLillo’s vision of 

“America as a great big xerox machine [...] turning Americans into xerox copies” 

(Bawer, 2003: 28) has annoyed some critics, like Bruce Bawer, who rails against 

DeLillo in an article entitled “Don DeLillo’s America” (1985) in the following way: 

 

                        Most of Don DeLillo’s novel’s are born out of  a preoccupation with a single  

                          theme:  namely that contemporary  American society is the worst enemy that  

                          the cause of  human individuality and self-realization has ever had. [...] They 

                          are tracts designed to batter us again and again with a single idea:  that life in  

                          America    today  is  boring,  benumbing,   dehumanized.   Not  only  has  the  

                          American   system    robbed   us   of   our    individuality,   [...]   [its]    major  

                          achievement,  DeLillo  would  have  us  believe is to have dragged us further  

                          and further away from our true selves. [...] Those of us who live in high-tech  

                          America  are,  therefore,  more  out of  touch with  our  humanness  than any  

                          humans who have ever lived. (Bawer, 2003: 21-22) 

 

 

         Bawer concludes his angry diatribe against DeLillo by claiming that “if anyone 

is guilty of turning modern Americans into xerox copies, it is Don DeLillo” (Ibid., p. 

28), a ludicrous accusation based on a twisted reasoning that confuses cause and 

effect: As a diagnostician of the postmodern condition, DeLillo’s “intention is not to 

obliterate uniqueness” (Oriard, 2003: 7), but merely to register the obliteration of 

uniqueness as part of his “diagnosis of the dehumanizing effects of American 

culture” (Britt, 2006: 112). In effect, DeLillo’s novels provide penetrating insights 

into the extent to which “our postmodern cultural moment is deadly to the 

individual” (Ibid., p. 115) through the depiction of characters whose defining feature 

“is their subjection to the anonymizing processes of the market and certain feelings 

generated by that subjection – a vague anxiety or anomie, and an even vaguer sense 

of dissatisfaction, yearning (Gray, 2004: 617), and the Wynants are no exception to 

the rule. Bereft of “real autonomy, continuing presence or independent life” (Aaron, 

1999: 74), the Wynants are the very epitome of the mass-produced, one-dimensional 

postmodern subjects “whose entire life is subordinated to the laws of the market” and 

for whom “it appears, it is impossible to break out of the social prison” (Mandel, 

                                                 
2
 In one of DeLillo’s earlier novels, Endzone (1972), the central character explicitly gives voice to the 

idea that America “is becoming a nation devoted to human xerography” and expresses his wish “to be 

more than a photocopy” (Bawer, 2003: 21). 
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1993: 502). The novel depicts numerous scenes from the Wynants’ drab daily life 

both at work and at home, which lay bare the extent to which they are drowning in 

“the creeping, deadening everydayness that has engulfed everyone” (Cowart, 2003a: 

53): 

 

                        Pammy and  Lyle  didn’t  go out much anymore.  They used to spend a lot of  

                          time  discovering  restaurants. [...]  Gradually their  range  diminished.  Even  

                          movies,  double  features in the chandeliered urinals of  upper Broadway,  no  

                          longer tempted them.  What seemed missing was the desire to compile. They  

                          had sandwiches for dinner, envelopes of soup, or went around the corner to a  

                          coffee shop. [...]  There was a  Chinese  place three blocks away. This was as  

                          far   as  they  traveled,   most   evenings   and   weekends,  for   nonutilitarian  

                          purposes. (DeLillo, 1991: 15-16) 

 

 

         As evident from the passage above, Lyle and Pammy lead an extremely sterile 

life that is increasingly pervaded with the feelings of ennui, boredom and emptiness, 

which results in their gradual sinking into a more and more apathetic state. Lyle, for 

instance, spends most of his evenings watching television, sitting very close to the 

screen and switching channels almost every twenty seconds or so, submitting himself 

to the anaesthetic effect of the medium, which “retained his attention completely as it 

continued to dull his senses” (DeLillo, 1991: 17). He is content to sit for hours glued 

to the screen, passively consuming images and simulacra, absorbing everything with 

utmost indifference as characteristic of Baudrillard’s apathetic “silent majorities.” 

What captivates Lyle is not the content of the TV shows, but the depthless images on 

the screen, which combine to make up what he calls “the mesh effect of television, 

the electrostatic glow that seemed a privileged state between wave and visual image, 

a secret celestial energy” (DeLillo, loc. cit.): 

 

                        He wasn’t looking for something that might sustain his interest. Hardly  that.  

                          He  simply  enjoyed  jerking  the  dial into  fresh  image-burns.  He  explored  

                          content  to a  point.  The  tactile-visual  delight  of  switching  channels  took  

                          precedence,  however,  transforming  even random moments of  content  into  

                          pleasing territorial abstractions. (DeLillo, 1991: 16-17) 

 

 

         For Lyle, the simulacral world of depthless, dimensionless images is more 

appealing than the real world of “three-dimensional bodies and real space,” which 
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never fails to evoke in him a “kind of torpor”; that is why “he [finds] himself bored, 

often, at the theatre” but “never at movies” (DeLillo, 1991: 100). By losing himself 

amidst the disembodied, depthless images, Lyle himself becomes disembodied, 

feeling as if he is “part of the imploding light,” which, for him, functions as a means 

of fending off the “routine depression” (Ibid., p. 125) that pervades his life. The 

longer he watches television the harder it gets to switch off the TV set, for once the 

TV is off, “he would have to resume” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), that is to reinhabit his own 

three-dimensional body again and return to his dispiriting everyday existence. As for 

Pammy, her dissatisfaction with life is no less pronounced than Lyle’s, plaguing her 

like a barely perceptible nonetheless constant “vague presence” (DeLillo, 1991: 32) 

that she has long since got used to and that occasionally slips her mind:   

 

                        She remembered  what had been bothering her, the vague presence. Her life.  

                          She hated her life. It was a minor thing though, a small bother. She tended to  

                          forget about it. When she recalled what it was that had been on her mind, she  

                          felt  satisfied at  having  remembered and  relieved that it was nothing worse.  

                          (DeLillo, loc. cit.) 

 

 

         Evidently, Pammy has come to view the feeling of discontentment with life as 

something immanent to her drab urban existence; nevertheless, despite the fact that 

she hates her life, this is no more than “a small bother” hardly worthy of attention. 

Pammy has a natural aversion to her job as well as to the environment in which she 

works; in fact, she cannot help but think that “her job in the main was a joke as was 

the environment in which she carried it out” (DeLillo, 1991: 63). Pammy’s job, 

which consists in writing brochures “on the subjects of sorrow and death” that bear 

such titles as “It Ends For Him On The Day He Dies - But You Have To Face 

Tomorrow” (Ibid., p. 62), in truth, seems to be nothing other than a bad joke. 

Pammy’s firm, the Grief Management Council, which is a personal-services 

organization, “whose clinics, printed material and trained counselors served the 

community in its efforts to understand and assimilate grief” (Ibid., p. 18), treats 

feelings like grief and sorrow as commodities to be bought and sold. In this regard, 

the field in which Pammy works, i. e. grief management, is indicative of the 

increasingly commodified nature of the American society, where shrewd 
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entrepreneurs have gone so far as to “merchandise anguish and death” and have no 

trouble finding customers who are willing “to have their suffering managed for 

them” (DeLillo, 1991: 63). Enmeshed in a dehumanizing, benumbing professional as 

well as domestic life, Pammy suffers from chronic boredom, “a killer boredom to 

which our consuming society vainly tries to provide an antidote” (Goodheart, 1999: 

121), which, more often than not, sends her into fits of yawning: 

 

                        Pammy   examined  the  uses   of   boredom.  Of   late,  she’d  found   herself  

                          professing  to  be  bored  fairly  often. [...] She  said  again  and again, “How  

                          boring,  so  boring,  I’m  bored.”  Pornography  bored  her. Talk  of  violence  

                          made  her sigh.  [...] Flying  made  her yawn. She yawned on the elevators at  

                          the  World  Trade  Center.  Often  she  yawned in banks, waiting to reach the  

                          teller. (DeLillo, 1991: 51-52)  

 

 

         Not only is Pammy prone to react to almost every conceivable situation with an 

uninterested yawn, she also has a habit of making a particular sound, “a prolonged 

hum, the speech sound m” (DeLillo, 1991: 7) whenever she feels too troubled or 

bored, a habit shared by Lyle as well. The vocal equivalent of the feeling of inner 

oppression, it is a sound “either or both of them make when troubled by anxiety, 

critical choices, nameless dread, the prospect of boring dinner guests, his job, her 

job” (Ibid., p. 6-7). Pammy, for instance, tends to make this sound whenever she 

hears the recorded music of an ice cream truck that regularly passes from their street, 

announcing its arrival with “the same cranked-out mechanical whine every night,” a 

noise Pammy hates so much that “she couldn’t hear that noise without feeling severe 

mental oppression” (DeLillo, 1991: 36). This incident serves to indicate that, for 

Pammy, the sound of the ice cream truck has come to epitomize the unbearable 

monotony of her life, which is dominated by an “endless sense of repetition” (Ibid., 

p. 49) that gives her no respite. 

         In short, DeLillo portrays both Lyle and Pammy as “aimless victims of the 

contemporary urban anomie” (Cowart, 2003a: 45), an affliction that is by no means 

peculiar to them alone, but rather symptomatic of a widespread condition that afflicts 

postmodern subjects in general, a condition that cannot be subsumed under the 
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modern cultural pathologies of existential Angst
3
 or alienation. Neither Lyle nor 

Pammy can be regarded as alienated in the sense that, for instance, Holden Caulfield, 

the protagonist in J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye was, for, as Jameson 

argues, “to be alienated presupposes a [...] self from which to be alienated,” which 

accounts for why, in the wake of the death of the subject, “we can no longer conceive 

of the individual as alienated” (Sarup, 2002: 97) in the traditional sense. Rather, the 

predicament of Lyle and Pammy can better be grasped in terms of postmodern 

cultural pathologies, which are identified by Jameson as a new depthlessness, an 

increasing fragmentation and affectlessness. In fact, “the ultimate sterility of the two 

central characters” bears witness to the fact that “both Pammy and her husband suffer 

from that affectless condition” (Cowart, 2003a: 49, 52) peculiar to postmodern 

subjects that Jameson terms as the ‘waning of affect’ (or emotion). Affect, which is 

“a fundamental part of existing as a normal social being” (Nicol, 2009: 184), has 

been disappearing ever since the death of the subject has brought with it the end of 

the capacity to feel genuine emotion since “there is no longer a self present to do the 

feeling” (Jameson, 2009: 15). An inevitable consequence of affectlessness is “the 

loss of any profound sense of relation to that which is other” (Nadeau, 2003: 15), as 

manifested in Lyle and Pammy’s relationship, which seems to be characterized by  

emotional distance and lack of meaningful human interaction rather than based on a 

profound emotional bond, genuine love or affection – in fact, there is good reason to 

believe that neither Lyle nor Pammy are capable of such profound emotions anyway, 

since, throughout the novel, they scarcely betray any sign of a complex 

psychological, emotional, or intellectual interiority. Lyle and Pammy’s interactions 

with each other barely consist of anything other than superficial gestures and 

meaningless chatter, more often than not, on trivial subjects, hardly anything more 

substantial than something that pertains to their immediate experience, the food that 

they are eating, the TV shows that they are watching, or a broken household 

appliance that needs to be fixed, which accounts for the extremely sterile nature of 

                                                 
3
 The German word for ‘anxiety, anguish, dread,’ Angst is a term that originates in the philosophy of 

Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), one of the forefathers of Existentialism. In the philosophy of Martin 

Heidegger (1889-1976), who later adopted the term, Angst refers to “the state of mind that arises 

when contemplating sheer nothingness” and “when the standard way of looking at the world loses its 

obviousness” (Mautner, 2005: 27). 
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their relationship, as manifested in the following description of their typical evening 

together: “They chattered and made sounds a while longer and got up and walked 

and stretched and ate-and-drank a little and bumped each other and gestured, this the 

commonplace aimlessness of their evenings” (DeLillo, 1991: 57). A further 

indication of the affectlessness that characterizes the couple’s relationship lies in the 

fact that Lyle feels emotionally detached from Pammy even in the course of sexual 

intercourse, which he recounts in the following impersonal terms: 

 

                        It is time to  “perform,”  he thought.  She  would  have to be  “satisfied.”  He 

                          would have to “service” her. They would make efforts to “interact.”(DeLillo, 

                          1991: 35) 

 

 

         The absence of a genuine emotional tie between the couple leads both of them 

to seek excitement outside; they feel as if “the spell that had to be entered was out 

there among the unmemorized faces” (DeLillo, 1991: 54). In fact, Pammy has come 

to believe that “the nutritive material for their sex life was often provided by others, 

whoever happened to be present at a party or other gathering” (Ibid., p. 70), and 

lately, she has begun to feel sexually attracted to Jack, with whom she does not 

hesitate to have sex once she is alone with him in Maine. As for Lyle, he is as 

unscrupulous as Pammy, perhaps even more so, when it comes to having 

extramarital affairs as manifested in the fact that he immediately gets involved in an 

adulterous relationship with the new secretary in his firm, a beautiful blonde named 

Rosemary Moore. Needless to say, what motivates Lyle to lust after Rosemary is not 

some authentic passion or a profound emotion, but merely the thrill of excitement 

sought in an “unmemorized face.” At times, when Rosemary disappears 

unexpectedly for short intervals so that he can neither locate her at work nor at home, 

Lyle imagines himself as a “grieved suitor” and wonders: “Was he coming to 

understand the motivating concepts that led to obsession, despair, crimes of passion? 

Haw haw haw” (DeLillo, 1991: 86). Lyle’s scoffing at such intense feelings as fiery 

passions and overwhelming despair shows that these feelings are far beyond Lyle’s 

capacity and his interest in Rosemary is nothing other than a passing fancy. It is more 

than likely that Lyle has had a number of extramarital affairs before Rosemary, for 

his friend Frank McKechnie once teases him saying that he cannot believe Lyle is 
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married because “there’s talk you got something going with so many women in so 

many places you couldn’t possibly have a wife too” (DeLillo, 1991: 30). Given the 

affectless relationship between Lyle and Pammy, it is evident that a separation would 

have little emotional consequence for either of them; in fact, whenever Pammy feels 

angry at Lyle for one reason or another, she invariably takes it as a preview of their 

separation and imagines herself living an independent life: “Whenever things went 

badly between them, she took it as a preview, seeing herself alone in a brilliantly 

well-kept apartment, everything in place, [...] a sense of iron-fisted independence 

clearly apparent in all this organization” (Ibid., p. 71). 

         Players also lays bare the ways in which even as “our ability to feel genuine 

emotion has been disappearing” (Nicol, 2009: 185), objects have come to play a 

more and more important role in human relationships, which accords with Jean 

Baudrillard’s analysis of the consumer society and his ideas concerning the triumph 

of the object world over the subject. It is far from surprising, therefore, that what 

binds Lyle and Pammy is less an emotional bond than the material objects that 

surround them: 

 

                        Embodied in the objects  was a  partial sense of  sharing.  [...]  Objects  were  

                          memory inert. Desk,  the bed et cetera.  Objects  would  survive the one who  

                          died first and remind the other of how easily halved a life can become. Death  

                          perhaps was  not  the  point so much  as separation. Chairs,  tables,  dressers,  

                          envelopes. Everything was a common experience, binding them despite their  

                          indirections,  the slanted  apparatus of  their agreeing. (DeLillo, 1991: 53-54) 

 

 

         The importance ascribed to objects in Lyle and Pammy’s relationship testifies 

to Baudrillard’s contention that objects have come to dominate and take precedence 

over the subject, which is the natural outcome of the inexorable spread of 

commodification and the subsequent objectification of human relationships as well 

as the human being itself. In the increasingly commodified late capitalist society, the 

lived experiences of human beings are materialized in objects, that is why Lyle 

comes to feel that “he [is] present in things” (DeLillo, 1991: 49). Therefore, the first 

thing Lyle does when he goes to Rosemary’s house is to examine the objects with a 

view to finding out clues about her identity as if Rosemary were embodied in her 

belongings; however, he is disappointed to see that in her sparsely furnished house 
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“there [is] no feeling of individual history, the narrative in things, habits intact in 

one’s belongings” (DeLillo, 1991: 75). Lyle and Pammy’s house, in contrast, is full 

of objects that embody their shared history, their “conjugal habits” (Ibid., p. 88), 

which, however, should not be taken to mean that the objects are the symbols of a 

shared emotional bond. In fact, Baudrillard’s following observations, in his book The 

System of Objects, on the configuration of objects in the home of another fictional 

couple
4
 can be said to apply to Lyle and Pammy as well: “far from symbolizing a 

relationship, these objects are external to it [...], they describe the absence of a 

relationship [...] the two partners’ absence to one another” (Baudrillard, 2001b: 27); 

in other words, the objects signify the affectlessness of the relationship rather than 

the reverse. What is more, following on from Baudrillard’s argument concerning the 

aforementioned fictional couple, it can be asserted that, as a couple, Lyle and Pammy 

cannot be conceived as two separate individuals interacting with each other, their 

only reality is as ‘Lyle-and-Pammy’ “in pure complicity with the system of objects 

which signifies it” (Baudrillard, loc. cit.). Thus, when Pammy goes to Maine for a 

few weeks, Lyle notes that the whole configuration of objects in their apartment is 

disrupted:  

 

                        Everything  was  put  away,  all the busy spill of conjugal habits.  He walked  

                          through  the  apartment,  noting  lapsed  boundaries,  a modification of  sight  

                          lines and planes.  Of course it hadn’t nearly the same warmth.  But there was  

                          something  else, an airy span  about  the  place, the  re-distancing  of  objects  

                          about a common point. Things  were less abrupt and sundry. [...] It would be  

                          only several weeks,  but in that time he knew the simplest kitchen implement  

                          would  be  perceived  as  brighter,  more   distinct,  an  object  of   immediate  

                          experience. (DeLillo, 1991: 88-89) 

 

 

         With the ‘Lyle-and-Pammy’ pair temporarily broken, everything in the 

apartment seems different to Lyle as if the objects have readjusted themselves to suit 

the changed circumstances. The key role objects play in the relationship between 

Lyle and Pammy is evidence enough to prove that, in the extemely commodified late 

capitalist society, the affectlessness of the subject is disproportionate to the 

                                                 
4
 The fictional couple in question are the central characters in the French writer Georges Perec’s novel 

Things: A Story of the Sixties (1965). 
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importance ascribed to objects, which serve to fill the void created by the subject’s 

waning of affect.  

         Affectlessness prevails in all of Lyle and Pammy’s interpersonal relationships, 

including Pammy’s relationship with her father, which is portrayed as equally sterile 

and loveless. Indeed, whenever she is about to call her father, Pammy cannot help 

being overcome with the feelings of “fatigue and boredom” (DeLillo, 1991: 55), 

which as a general rule, trigger fits of yawning that are “like seizures, some 

automatic flux of the nerve apparatus” (Ibid., p. 200). It is clear that, for Pammy, 

boredom is a “countermeasure to compelling emotion” (Ibid., p. 55), a defense 

mechanism that functions as “a shield for deeper feelings” (Ibid., p. 51), which 

illustrates the extent to which Pammy is detached from her own emotions. Shortly 

before her father’s death, Pammy learns that her father has a habit of asking strangers 

to help him cross the street just for the sake of the human contact provided by taking 

their arm, which, Pammy thinks, clearly indicates “a failure on her part, some defect 

of love or involvement” (DeLillo, 1991: 55), but instead of attempting to improve her 

relationship with her father, she wishes she had never learned of this habit of his. A 

further indication of Pammy’s emotional deadening lies in her reaction to Jack’s 

horrible self-immolation towards the end of the novel: despite the fact that Pammy 

“does experience an emotional aftermath” (Cowart, 2003a: 52) – for a fleeting 

moment, her eyes betray “complex regret” (DeLillo, 1991: 203) – this, however, is 

neither long-lasting nor equal to the full gravity of the situation. Considering the fact 

that Pammy herself is partly responsible for Jack’s suicide, which is occasioned by 

his growing distress over the implications of their sexual encounter, her fleeting 

regret is nowhere near the profound sense of guilt and sorrow the occasion actually 

warrants. In fact, after the first visceral shock, Pammy is only too happy to return to 

her insulated life in New York, to be “closed away again, spared the need to react 

tenderly to things” (Ibid., p. 204). Ironically, it is while watching a trashy sentimental 

film on television after her return to New York that Pammy eventually becomes 

“awash with emotion” for the first time in the novel; overwhelmed by “billowing 

woe,” she breaks down and cries, thus reaching a “sobbing release” (DeLillo, 1991: 

205). Paradoxically, what finally moves Pammy to tears is not a genuine emotion, 

but a “mass-market stimulus”, namely a “bogus sentiment” (Ibid., p. 206) inspired by 
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a commercial movie. This incidence shows beyond doubt that since there can no 

longer exist a unique individual with distinctive feelings, the only feelings available 

to the postmodern subject are the mass-marketed, homogenized, depthless, 

superficial “bogus sentiments” produced by the film industry.   

         In addition to affectlessness, another striking feature of the characters in 

Players is their shallowness, or depthlessness, which mirrors the depthlessness of the 

predominantly visual, image-saturated postmodern culture itself, where “depth is 

replaced by surface, or by multiple surfaces” (Jameson, 2009: 12). As such, it is only 

natural that neither Lyle nor Pammy show any sign of psychological, spiritual, 

intellectual or emotional depth, but rather resemble hollow figures emptied of 

substance, the typical products of the culture of the simulacrum. The characters in 

Players strive to compensate for their utter insubstantiality by manifesting a constant 

preoccupation with the image they project to the outside world and by cultivating a 

carefully studied demeanour. Lyle, for instance, “cultivates a quality of self 

command”; he is “aware of his studied passage down the corridors of his firm’s 

offices” (DeLillo, 1991: 72) with a sort of distanced attitude, a carefully maintained 

“apartness”, which, he thinks, confers on him an air of importance. In this regard, he 

is one of the typical DeLilloian characters who 

 

                        watch themselves  act  and  imagine  themselves  acting.  Self-reflection  and 

                          image  supersede  innocent  intent,  unconscious   action  or  motivation.  His  

                          characters  have  been  saturated   by  many  media,  they  already  know  the  

                          gestures,   looks,   fashions   and  phrases  with  which  they  must  make  do.  

                          Characters   so  composed  -  sometimes self consciously so  -  are part of the  

                          absence of authenticity in the postmodern. (Douglas, 2002: 105) 

 

 

         Lyle’s behaviour is deliberately inauthentic, artificial, studied, stylized; put 

another way, “there’s a formality about Lyle’s movements, a tiller-distinct precision” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 26), as when, for instance, he gives Pammy a playful kick in the rear 

in a way that resembles a scene from a Charlie Chaplin movie: “With a stylized 

jerkiness that’s appropriately Chaplinesque in nature [he] brings his left foot way up 

behind him and boots her lightly in the rear, an act so neatly conceived it makes her 

laugh in mid-yawn” (Ibid., p. 5). Like all postmodern subjects, Lyle is immersed in 

the images disseminated by films, TV shows and the mass media, which accounts for 



 139 

why his “gestures come to [him] from the outside, from the social world” (Douglas, 

2002: 106). A further indication of the utter inauthenticity and artificiality of Lyle’s 

behaviour lies in his habit of reciting from comedy records so as to entertain 

acquaintances. Lyle regularly buys comedy records with the aim of “getting the 

routines down pat, the phrasing, the dialects, then repeating the whole thing for 

people on the floor in slack times” (DeLillo, 1991: 39). Not surprisingly, Lyle is by 

no means the only character whose behavior is characterized by artificiality, and who 

seems to “have no other life – mental or otherwise – outside the images that define 

[him]” (Johnston, 1998: 174). Pammy, for instance, has cultivated a specific “kind of 

smile that reveal[s] a trace of upper gum” because she has “been told that was 

touching” (DeLillo, 1991: 17), while Ethan is said to have an extravagantly 

exaggerated demeanour with his “repertoire of ruined flourishes” that have, in time, 

become “more dramatic, emptier (by intention)” as well as his “extravagantly shabby 

clothing, a somewhat ironic overrefinement of style” (Ibid., p. 19), all of which give 

him an air of “feigned grandeur” (Ibid., p. 63). Jack, on the other hand, who is said to 

possess “a sly innocence,” has cultivated a specific manner of laughing in which “his 

head went tilt, his hands came up to his chest in paw form” because it is “an up-to-

date cultural mannerism” (DeLillo, 1991: 38). One of the most inauthentic characters 

is, no doubt, Lyle’s friend, Frank McKechnie, who keeps complaining to Lyle about 

a series of misfortunes that have befallen him – his wife is running cancer tests, his 

son is showing symptoms of a psychological disorder, his brother has accumulated 

enormous gambling debts –  which, surprisingly turns out to be the very situation 

depicted in the trashy sentimental film that reduced Pammy to tears. The parallels 

between the plot of the film and the domestic situation McKechnie recounts leave no 

room for doubt that McKechnie is merely playing the part of the hero in the movie in 

order to create “an aura about him of manly suffering” (Ibid., p. 157). The cultivation 

of a highly stylized and artificial demeanour through the appropriation of words, 

images, gestures, even full roles from films, TV shows or comedy records lays bare 

the ways in which the self is reduced to an inauthentic, unidimensional image devoid 

of inner depth. Subjects so composed necessarily manifest the increasing 

fragmentation of media culture, which, “with its endless projection of disconnected, 

decontextualized images breaks down the systematic underpinnings of meaning” 
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(McGowan, 1994: 156), thereby curtailing a unified and coherent ego construction. 

Put another way, the postmodern subject, 

 

                        determined   as   ever   by   social   circumstance,    necessarily   reflects   the  

                          increasing reification  and fragmentation  of  late capitalism.  We witness the  

                          end  of  the  bourgeois  ego in the sense of  a unified  ego-construction; in its  

                          place,  people’s  sense  of  their  own  subjectivity  is much  less  centered  or  

                          focused. (Roberts, 2000: 123) 

 

         In accordance with Jameson’s contention that the death of the subject has 

brought about “the decentering of that formerly centered subject or psyche” 

(Jameson, 2009: 15), Players registers the fragmentation of identity in postmodern 

culture by highlighing the radically decentered nature of the characters’ subjectivity. 

Lyle in particular is prone to psychic fragmentation and the subsequent sense of 

disengagement from his own self; in fact, “the consciousness of Lyle [...] is capable 

of turning into a split screen in which” (Goodheart, 1999: 119)  he watches himself 

with a sense of detachment from his own actions. One evening, for instance, when 

they have Ethan and Jack over for dinner, even as he is laughing along with the 

others, Lyle, in one corner of his mind, observes the scene from a distance, making 

“a mental note to remind himself tomorrow that [they] are not being really funny” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 38). On another occasion, Lyle experiences “a moment of utter 

disengagement” (Ibid., p. 19) while he is speaking to Rosemary in the early stages of 

their relationship, his mind again turned into a split screen where he watches himself 

as if on a screen “to the degree that he could visualize his lips moving” (Ibid., p. 49), 

his sense of disengagement so complete that he is barely aware of what he is saying 

to Rosemary nor what she is saying to him in reply.  

         Thus, DeLillo’s depiction of character in Players bears witness to the fact that, 

as Jameson argues, postmodernism does not merely involve “the setting in place of 

the new economic conditions” referred to as late capitalism, but also entails “the 

production of postmodern people” (Buchanan, 2006: 87) endowed with a new set of 

mental and psychological traits, such as depthlessness, fragmentation, the waning of 

affect, all of which are symptoms displayed to some degree by the characters in 

Players. Hence, as opposed to modernist writers who “focus[ed] on the psychologies 

and interiorities of complex individuals” and “develop[ed] new strategies for 
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capturing the psychological densities of identity” (O’Donnell, 2010: 80, 83), DeLillo 

makes a point of highlighting the utter depthlessness, insubstantiality and 

inauthenticity of the postmodern subject. Ironically, DeLillo’s “postmodern 

rendering of the subject without psychic density” (Maltby, 2003: 63) has rendered 

him open to “accusations that [he] fails to create real, flesh-and-blood characters” 

(Douglas, 2002: 106), which, however is actually something for which we have only 

the postmodern society to blame.     

 

   3. 2. Reinventing the Self as Player 

 

         Players, which is one of DeLillo’s most profound investigations into the 

postmodern thematic of the death of the subject, demonstrates beyond doubt that the 

quest for personal identity is no longer a viable undertaking in the postmodern world, 

where “the old stable ego has become permanently unmoored” (Cowart, 2003b: 71). 

In point of fact, the plight of postmodern subjects like Lyle and Pammy has little in 

common with the canonical modernist thematics of the individual’s quest for self-

realization, existential self-definition or authentic identity, all of which are things of 

the past, “fiction[s] of a knowable, stable identity” (Cowart, loc. cit.). As such, the 

characters in Players are interested not so much in pursuing any meaningful quest 

than in seeking for ways to dispel the ennui that pervades their lives, and “each tries, 

ironically, to defeat ennui by escaping into forms of play that ultimately prove even 

less centered or purposeful than their present lives” (Cowart, 2003a: 45). Thus, 

Players underscores “the game quality of life” (Oriard, 2003: 12) by depicting the 

extent to which Lyle and Pammy relate to everything and everyone as in a game, be 

it embarking on sexual exploits or something as serious as getting involved in a 

terrorist plot to blow up the Stock Exchange. While playing out their parts in the 

games, or dramas, they more or less incidentally come to take part in, neither Lyle 

nor Pammy take it into consideration that their actions may lead to dire 

consequences, as Pammy’s sexual playing with Jack eventually does and Lyle’s 

impersonating a political “player on the stage of international terrorism” (Cowart, 

2003a: 44) might very well do in the near future. Thus, Players highlights the extent 
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to which the actions of Lyle and Pammy are exempt from serious deliberation, let 

alone moral considerations; in truth, “these thoughts and actions cannot be said to 

issue from subjects who are morally responsible” (Johnston, 1998: 176), which is 

only natural given that the collapse of the grand narratives of modernity has resulted 

in the delegitimation of all moral norms and ethical universals. Thus, Players 

provides an illuminating insight into the extent to which the subject can no longer be 

conceived as “an autonomous moral agent and source of value” (Britt, 2006: 104) in 

the postmodern age, but as a “player” who takes on different identities depending on 

the situation he is in, carrying out his roles in, more often than not, a frivolous, 

affectless, emotionally disengaged manner without regard to the possible 

consequences.  

         No longer capable of the purposeful actions of a morally responsible, self-

determining, coherent subject, DeLillo’s “players” take on and discard a variety of 

identities at will, as in the case of Lyle, who acts out a number of different roles in a 

matter of weeks, which include ‘Pammy’s affectless husband’, ‘Rosemary’s 

passionate lover’, ‘a regular white-collar worker’, ‘a white-collar turned terrorist’ 

and ‘a terrorist turned informer’, all of which have little connection with one another. 

Lyle is simultaneously both all and none of these things; in truth, he is no-one insofar 

as he is deprived of a coherent and persistent sense of self. Hence, Players provides 

penetrating insights into the ways in which postmodern subjects experience life as a 

series of unrelated, disparate and inconsequential dramas wherein they assume 

various roles at will. Such a conception of the subject, whose experience of the world 

is characterized by “a profound sense of disconnect between events and experiences” 

(Buchanan, 2006: 98), is close to Jameson’s notion of the schizophrenic who is 

“unable to link up the disparate bits of his experience into a meaningful whole, a 

personal identity” (Britt, 2006: 112). As Jameson notes, in the postmodern world, 

“the subject has lost its capacity actively to [...] organize its past and future into a 

coherent experience” (Jameson, 2009: 25) and is thus “condemned to live in a 

perpetual present with which the various moments of his or her past have little 

connection and for which there is no future on the horizon” (Sarup, 1993: 147). The 

experience of temporal discontinuity results in the failure of the postmodern subject 

“to commit oneself to a certain continuity over time, to undertake some larger set of 
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projects which includes the past and the future” (Sarup, loc. cit.) as manifested in 

Pammy’s following remark: “I don’t think I can stand the idea of tomorrow [...] it’s 

just that I can’t accomodate any more time than what’s right here” (DeLillo, 1991: 

42). By foregrounding the ways in which the postmodern subject “has less sense of 

self in any older, normative way [since] he lacks, as Jameson notes, a sense of 

continuity in time, the persistence of the ‘I’ and ‘me’ over time” (Britt, 2006: 110), 

Players succeeds in registering “the schizophrenic feel of late-twentieth-century 

American consumer culture, a feel that persists in our postmillenial moment” 

(Duvall, 2006: 125). 

         Hence, it is only natural that the characters in Players strike the reader not so 

much as individuals with a singular, unified, coherent and stable identity than as “an 

unstable and ambiguous force-field” (Tyson, 1999: 250) of multiple selves and 

shifting allegiances. In this regard, DeLillo’s rendering of character in Players bears 

witness to “postmodern theories of indeterminate and fragmented identity” (Duvall, 

2006: 116), resonating not only with Jameson’s emphasis on fragmentation and 

schizophrenia, but also with Lyotard’s views regarding the dispersal of individual 

identity as the natural outcome of existing within a multiplicity of discursive 

practises, or language games. A term that suggests “the affinity or correlation 

between the economies of speech and play” (Cowart, 2003a: 49), the concept of 

language games sheds light on yet another way in which Lyle and Pammy can be 

conceived as “players.” According to Lyotard, all interactions and social bonds 

between people fall under the category of one or other language game so that “as 

subjects we exist within this series of language games whose different sets of rules 

make up who we are” (Malpas, 2006: 23). As Lyotard argues, the fabric of social 

relationships is “formed by the intersection of [...] an indeterminate number of 

language games obeying different rules” to the extent that “the social subject itself 

seems to dissolve in the dissemination of language games” (Lyotard, 1997: 40). In 

Players, we see Lyle and Pammy playing a number of different language games, 

including those “of marriage, adultery, finance and terrorism” (Cowart, 2003a: 49), 

all of which are governed by different rules. The language game of finance, which is 

composed of numbers, decimals and stock codes is quite different from the language 

game of marriage, i. e. Lyle’s intimate interactions with Pammy at home, which, of 
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all language games depicted in the novel, seems to be the one that most interests 

DeLillo, for, in an interview, DeLillo has explained that 

 

                        the original idea for Players  was based on what could be called the intimacy  

                          of  language. What  people  who live together really  sound like. Pammy and  

                          Lyle were to address each  other in the  private language  they’d  constructed  

                          over  years  of  living   together.  Unfinished  sentences,  childlike   babbling,  

                          animal noises,  foreign accents,  ethnic dialects,  mimicry,  all of  that. It’s as  

                          though  language  is  something we wear.  The more we  know someone,  the  

                          easier it is to undress, to become childlike. But, the idea got sidetracked, and  

                          only fragments survive in the finished book. (DeLillo, qtd. in Cowart, 2003a:  

                          49-50) 

 

 

         So, one of DeLillo’s main concerns in Players is to explore “marital discourse” 

(Cowart, 2003a: 50), that is the intimate language between couples who have been 

living together for years, which is composed of childlike babbling, exclamations, 

ungrammatical usages. It is evident that “the author takes a particular interest in 

language games at their most spare” (Ibid., p. 49) given the minimalist nature of the 

dialogues between Lyle and Pammy, which, more often than not, consist of quite 

short, exclamatory sentences comprised of the fewest number of words possible, as 

in the following: 

 

                        “Goody, cheddar.” 

                          “What’s these?” 

                          “Brandy snaps.” 

                          “Triffic.” 

                          “Look out.” 

                          “No, you push me you.” (DeLillo, 1991: 53) 

 

 

         In the dialogues between Lyle and Pammy, language is revealed in its most 

primitive form, so it is very fitting, indeed, that Pammy once likens their names 

“Pammy and Lyle” to “the names of chimps learning language with multicolored 

disks” (Ibid., p. 138). What is more, Pammy herself does actually mimic a 

chimpanzee once, “mak[ing] a monkey face and utter[ing] a series of panicky 

squeals, bouncing on the seat” (Ibid., p. 52). Such mimicry, animal noises and 

childlike pranks, such as Lyle’s playfully pretending to bite Pammy’s head as “he 

made gulping sounds” (Ibid., p. 36), combine to make up Lyle and Pammy’s private 
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discourse, the language game of their marriage. For Lyle, Pammy’s departure serves 

to unleash “the secret possibilities of self” (DeLillo, 1991: 88), enabling him to shed 

his persona as “Pammy’s affectless husband” and assume other roles, subscribe to 

different language games, which accounts for the fact that Lyle sounds like an 

altogether different man when he is in the company of people other than Pammy, like 

Rosemary, for instance, with whom he sounds much more eloquent, passionate and 

interested. In this game of adultery, Lyle sets out to construct a new identity for 

himself that is to take shape in the course of his relationship with Rosemary: “He 

would find his way to her through this process of filling in,” he thinks in the early 

stages of their relationship “together they would craft the branding instrument of 

character” (Ibid., p. 77). Ultimately, Lyle casts himself and Rosemary as the hero and 

heroine of a great love story, or more to the point, a fairy tale, visualizing Rosemary 

as a beautiful princess escorted by maids-in-waiting: 

 

                        She is padding to the bathroom, he thought. Holding her breasts, she admires  

                          her  body in the full-length mirror. She is rosy with fulfilment. Two waiting- 

                          maids enter to  prepare her  perfumed bath. On the bed of  carved walnut,  he  

                          thought,  her  lover  reclines  against a mound of  silk pillows, recalling  how  

                          she’d groaned with pleasure. (DeLillo, 1991: 93) 

 

 

         That Rosemary is cast in the role of the heroine of a passionate love story in 

this game of adultery seems particularly ironic in the light of the fact that, from the 

outset, Rosemary is portrayed as an extremely bland and insipid person – “there were 

shades of blandness from genial to serene; hers was closer to median, lacking 

distinctive character, dead on” (DeLillo, 1991: 59). However, by endowing his affair 

with Rosemary with a fairy tale spell (in his eyes at least), Lyle adds a touch of 

excitement to “the triteness that pervade[s] their meetings” (Ibid., p. 92) and finds the 

opportunity to assume a dramatic role. Lyle’s making a game out of adultery for the 

sake of acting out the role of an amorous lover bears witness to the fact that the 

appropriately named “Players is a novel about the absence of the quiddity of the 

subject, the need to make and unmake identities” by “play[ing] a variety of roles at 

will” (Goodheart, 1999: 118). A clear indication of the fact that Players is a 

“thoroughly game-centered” (Oriard, 2003: 12) novel consists in DeLillo’s 
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“elaborate variations on the multiple meanings of play” (Cowart, 2003a: 55), which 

are almost inexhaustible: 

 

                        The title  draws   attention  most  specifically  to  “those  who  play”:  actors,  

                          musicians, participants in a sport, and (in a kind of streetwise lexicon) “those  

                          in  the  know,  those  who  matter  socially,  professionally,  politically.”  But  

                          these meanings hardly exhaust the “play” of  DeLillo’s title. [...]  Besides “to  

                          amuse or divert oneself”,  [...]  it can also mean “gamble”;  “trifle”; “to move  

                          or function  freely,  esp. within prescribed limits”;  “to engage in or as if in a  

                          game”;   “exploit,   manipulate”;  “wreak”,  e. g.  “play havoc”;  “to  keep  (a  

                          hooked fish)  in action”;  “to take  part in or  assent  to some activity”  (“play  

                          along with”); “to act so as to prove adventageous to another”, e. g. “play into  

                          the hands of”; and “to pretend to engage in”  (as children play house).  All of  

                          these describe Lyle and Pammy – sometimes both. (Cowart, 2003a: 48) 

 

 

         Even a quick glance at the myriad meanings of “play” exploited in the novel 

suffices to lay bare the fact that Lyle and Pammy are “players” in more senses than 

one. From the outset, even before their attempts at playing more dangerous games 

with other people, we see “Lyle and Pammy [trying to] create at least the illusion of 

order in their lives by playing inconsequential solo games” (Oriard, 2003: 12). 

Pammy, for instance, takes tap-dancing lessons, which fulfil a function other than 

that of mere diversion in that they serve to satisfy some deeper craving for order and 

meaning. Tap is presented as much more than a dance; as a matter of fact, the tap-

dancing instructor goes so far as to compare tap to “ethical systems of discipline” 

which can furnish the individual with an increased “aware[ness] of the physical and 

moral universe” (DeLillo, 1991: 78-79). What DeLillo aims to convey here seems to 

be that all kinds of games and sports, tap-dancing included, serve to satisfy the 

human need for order  –  however ephemeral or illusory this may be – since they are 

governed by certain pre-established rules which the player is expected to conform to. 

Hence, after the collapse of the grand narratives of modernity, which has “set us all 

adrift in a world lacking a stable ground point” (Britt, 2006: 109), postmodern 

subjects resort to various form of play “in an effort to prevent their own surrender to 

chaos” (Oriard, 2003: 9), which is a point stressed by DeLillo himself in an 

interview, where he asserts that 

 

                        people  whose  lives  are  not clearly shaped  or marked off  may feel a  deep 
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                          need for rules of some kind. People leading lives of almost total freedom and  

                          possibility  may  secretly crave rules and boundaries, some kind of control in  

                          their lives. Most games are carefully structured. They satisfy a sense of order  

                          and they even have an element of  dignity about them. [...]  Games provide a  

                          frame in which we can try to be perfect,  [a frame in which]  we can look for  

                          perfect  moments  or  perfect  structures.  In  my  fiction  I  think  this  search  

                          sometimes  turns  out to be a cruel delusion. (DeLillo, qtd. in Cowart, 2003a:  

                          45) 

 

         In a world deprived of all stable points of reference, postmodern subjects seek a 

precarious sense of order in games, which, as a general rule, are grounded in clearly-

defined rules and stipulations, which accounts for Lyle’s finding a degree of solace 

in playing number games. Lyle has contrived special techniques to memorize 

numbers, “secret mnemonic devices” (DeLillo, 1991: 156) that he uses on the trading 

floor every day, and he has a habit of playing counting games to fill the time while 

he is waiting, for he believes numbers are the best tools at his disposal to “help pull 

things into a systematic pattern or the illusion of a systematic pattern” (Ibid., p. 211). 

Another game Lyle is in the habit of playing consists in memorizing the license 

plates of cars, just to see whether he can remember them later and committing to 

memory the physical appearance of people he sees in the street as if he will be asked 

to recount these details in a police interrogation. So, even before his implication in 

the terrorist plot, Lyle manifests a “clandestine potential” (DeLillo, 1991: 114), 

playing a strange game of “compulsive information gathering” (Ibid., p. 129) so as to 

“introduce a bizarre element of play into” his life (Cowart, 2003a: 45): 

 

                        The notion of  police interrogation was part of the mental concept.  He was a  

                          witness identifying a suspect. These interludes  developed without  planning;  

                          he  simply  found  himself  relating  (to someone)  the  color  of  a  particular  

                          man’s  shoes,  trousers  and  jacket,  his  estimated  height  and weight, black  

                          man,  white  man,  so  forth.   [...]  Sometimes,  walking,  he  memorized  the  

                          numbers on lisence plates of certain cars. Hours later he’d repeat the number  

                          to  make  sure  he still  knew it. The testing of  a perennial witness. (DeLillo,  

                          1991: 45-46) 

 

 

         Evidently, Lyle casts himself as a witness long before his actual involvement 

with the terrorists, which merely provides him with an opportunity to act out the role 

he has already been rehearsing for a long time. Lyle’s turning terrorism into a 

frivolous pastime is a clear indication of the fact that his nonchalant roleplaying has 
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gone so far as to “mock and subvert anything as dead-serious as terrorism” (Cowart, 

2003a: 44).  

         As for Pammy, she is as unscrupulous as Lyle when it comes to playing games, 

and despite the fact that her play at adultery is by no means as dangerous a game as 

Lyle’s flirtation with terrorism, it nevertheless has an unforeseen disastrous 

consequence when what starts out as mere sexual play results in Jack’s horrible 

suicide. Just as Lyle is only too happy to be rid of Pammy for some time, which 

leaves him more room for maneuver in exploiting “the secret possibilities of self” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 88), so it is with Pammy, who is only too happy to get away from the 

city, from Lyle, from her boring daily routine: “Pammy felt so good leaving. Maine 

was up there somewhere, vast miles of granite and pine” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). For 

Pammy, the trip to Maine is a welcome “separation from the world of legalities and 

claims, an edifying loss of definition” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), which Pammy only too 

readily embraces as evident from the fact that before she sets out on the journey, she 

changes her costume, wearing “high boots and puffy cap, her getaway gear” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 87) instead of her usual outfit, which can be interpreted as a clear 

indication of her eagerness to assume a different identity. One point worth stressing 

here is that the trip to Maine is by no means a meaningful quest for self-definition or 

self-realization on the part of Pammy, but merely a chance to play a role other than 

that of ‘Lyle’s dissatisfied wife’ and to discard the conjugal habits and constraints of 

their married life. Originally, it is Jack, her colleague Ethan’s gay companion, who 

comes up with the idea of traveling to Maine, but soon the word ‘Maine’ comes to 

embody a mysterious fascination for Ethan and Pammy as well. In fact, Pammy feels 

that Maine “is a good word” because it “has a strength to it, you feel it’s the sort of 

core; the moral core” (DeLillo, 1991: 20). Thus, Maine gains a symbolic significance 

in that it invokes an archetypal theme, that of going back to nature with the aim of 

discovering one’s true self, a theme that has been recurrently addressed in American 

literature, most notably in Henry David Thoreau’s canonical work Walden (1854). 

For the postmodern subject, however, going back to nature is hardly an occasion for 

achieving a peaceful, harmonious reunion with nature as well as one’s true self; what 

the postmodern subject confronts in nature, instead, is the lack of self, a pure void 

created by the lack of a stable identity, which may prove to be an extremely 
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disorienting, even dangerous experience as such. As a matter of fact, immediately 

after their arrival in Maine, Ethan points out the danger involved in being in new 

places, away from old habits and familiar surroundings, saying: 

 

                        New  places,  when  they’re really  fresh  and  new,  make you feel  aware of  

                          yourself.  This can be dangerous. [...] You end up with yourself minus all the  

                          familiar  outward forms,  the trappings  and surroundings. If it’s too new, it’s  

                          frightening. You get too much feedback that’s not  predetermined.  (DeLillo, 

                          1991: 138-139) 

 

 

         Ethan’s words suggest that much of what people do in daily life is done by 

habit, and once the usual daily routine is broken, people are, more often than not, at a 

loss as to what to do, worse still, as to who they are. In fact, Ethan’s words prove 

prophetic for Jack, who is plunged into utter confusion over his sexual identity 

almost as soon as he sets foot in Maine. Despite the fact that he is in a homosexual 

relationship with Ethan, all of a sudden, Jack tries to convince Pammy – and himself 

– that he is not actually gay: 

 

                        “I’m not really gay.” 

                          “If you say so Jack.” 

                          “I’m not, it’s true.” 

                          “It’s your mind and body.” 

                          “I should know, right?” (DeLillo, 1991: 136) 

 

 

         The dilemma Jack finds himself in is indicative of the general condition that 

affects  all postmodern subjects, namely the lack of a unified, stable and fixed 

identity – only, in Jack’s case, this includes sexual identity as well. For Jack, the trip 

to Maine has triggered an identity crisis, an utter loss of self-definition, as Ethan said 

it would, which, however, instead of leading to an increased self-awareness, only 

serves to intensify Jack’s confusion and uncertainty even more. Pammy’s appeal to 

the discourse of sexual liberation – “it’s your mind and body” –  can offer little 

comfort to Jack, since, as Baudrillard argues, the implosion of fixed and secure 

categories in the ethical, social, sexual realms
5
 and the subsequent liberation from all 

                                                 
5
 Baudrillard sees the collapse of the formerly fixed boundaries between the sexes (male and female), 

social classes and political categories (right and left) as the defining characteristic of the fourth 
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moral, ethical, sexual constraints has not led to greater freedom and happiness, but 

rather the reverse, namely radical confusion and the destabilization of human beings 

so that, ultimately, “sexual repression and sexual liberation seem impossibly 

confounded” (Johnston, 1998: 176). Hence, Jack’s total confusion as to who he really 

is bears witness to Baudrillard’s claim that “in the sexual realm, we have ended up, 

after the sexual liberation, with a confusion of categories” (Ritzer, 1997: 100), which 

Baudrillard believes to be the inevitable outcome of all revolutions, be they political, 

cultural or sexual. For Pammy, however, who feels sexually attracted to Jack, the 

discourse of sexual liberation, with its emphasis on the hedonistic principle of self-

gratification, comes in quite handy in helping her to overcome whatever scruple, if 

any, she might have against adultery: 

 

                        For  years  she’d heard  people saying,  all sorts, really, here and  there:  “Do  

                          whatever you want as long as nobody gets hurt.” They said: “As long as both  

                          parties agree,  do it whatever.”  They said:  “Whatever  feels right, as long as  

                          you both want to do it and nobody gets hurt,  there’s no reason not to.”  They  

                          said:  “As long as there’s  mutual  agreement and the right feeling,  no matter  

                          who or  what.”  “Whatever feels right,”  they said.  They said:  “Follow your  

                          instincts, be yourself, act out your fantasies.” (DeLillo, 1991: 143) 

 

 

         In a world devoid of ethical universals and moral norms, including the one 

against adultery, Pammy conforms to the only norm in effect, i. e. the aggressively 

narcissistic axiom of succumbing to all hedonistic impulses and seeking instant self-

gratification regardless of its consequences. As Pammy follows her instincts and has 

sex with Jack, she never for a moment gives a thought to what kind of impact this 

may have on Jack’s homosexual relationship with Ethan; in other words, it never 

occurs to her to wonder “how her sexual playing with Jack might affect the lovers’ 

relationship” (Johnston, 1998: 176). Moreover, when Jack expresses concern about 

the future of his relationship with Ethan, Pammy ignores his obvious distress, saying: 

 

                        “It’s not a problem Jack.” 

                          “Not  for you,  it  isn’t.  [...]  Ethan is  responsible for me. He is willing to be  

                          that. He accepts.” 

                          “Jack, it’s all right.” 

                                                                                                                                          
historical stage of simulation, which “he labels the fractal, viral or cancerous stage, the current pattern 

of our culture” (Ritzer, 1997:100). 
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                          “I’m in no mood to start things with Ethan right now.  He accepts,  whatever  

                          it is. My whole life. He is willing to be responsible.” (DeLillo, 1991: 170) 

 

 

         Obviously, Jack immediately regrets his sexual escapade with Pammy, which 

throws his sexual identity in question, setting him adrift in a void without any solid 

footing, a fixed center to hold on to. Having willingly forfeited the responsibility of 

his life to Ethan, Jack fears he will be totally lost if his relationship with Ethan breaks 

down and he is forced to face life alone. In the aftermath of the collapse of the grand 

narratives, which has dissolved the solid ground under the subject, Jack finds himself 

in a limbo deprived of all stable points of reference and thus the wherewithals to 

resolve the dilemma regarding his sexual identity. At one point in the novel, Ethan, 

who is considerably older than both Lyle and Pammy – and seems to be wiser as well 

– gives voice to this idea by telling his younger friends that they have missed all the 

references: 

 

                        What you don’t know is a whole era of things. You have been gone right by.  

                          It   must   be  solid   void   to  live   without   the   references   although    it’s  

                          problematical that  you even know it, this blank space.  [...]   You missed the  

                          references. [...] The footing, the solid footing. (DeLillo, 1991: 140) 

 

 

         Although Ethan utters these words in a slightly different context – the 

references he gives as examples are taken from popular culture – the fact remains 

that his words are reflective of the utter groundlessness characteristic of the 

experience of the postmodern subject. In the end, the strain of existing in a state of 

limbo proves unbearable for Jack, who “desperately unsure of his sexual identity, 

experiences the radical disconnection that leads to  his ghastly suicide.” (Cowart, 

2003a: 51). Jack chooses a particularly gruesome way to kill himself, by pouring 

gasoline over his body and setting himself on fire, which resembles the self-

immolation of Buddhist monks, thereby endowing his suicide with a “ceremonial” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 198) almost sacrificial quality. After Jack’s horrible death, of which 

Pammy is at least partly responsible, Pammy experiences an aftershock, a feeling of 

utter disconnection when, standing not far from Jack’s burnt body, she feels as if 

“nothing had a name, she’d declared everything nameless” (Ibid., p. 199), and she 
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can hardly keep from succumbing to chaos. It is talking to Lyle on the phone that 

ultimately calms Pammy down and helps her regain a sense of focus, a sure footing 

that has momentarily slipped from her grasp: 

 

                        Lyle calmed  her  down eventually.  He  summarized  what had  happened in  

                          short  declarative  sentences. This  seemed  to help,  breaking  the  story  into  

                          coherent segments.  It eased the surreal torment,  the sense of  aberration. To  

                          hear the  sequence restated intelligibly was at that moment more than a small  

                          comfort  to her.  It supplied a focus, a  distinct point into  which things might  

                          conceivably  vanish  after  a  while,  chaos  and  divergences,  foes  of   God.  

                          (DeLillo, 1991: 200) 

 

 

         Momentarily overwhelmed by the “surreal torment” caused by Jack’s appalling 

suicide, Pammy finds solace in Lyle’s matter-of-fact perspective on the situation, 

which serves to dispel the chaos that threatens to engulf Pammy and helps bring her 

identity back into focus. It can be assumed that the ill-fated trip to Maine, which has 

occasioned Jack’s tragic death, can hardly be said to have a long-lasting impact on 

Pammy, who is more than impatient to go back to her sheltered life in New York and 

resume her dispiriting role as Lyle’s dissatisfied wife in the drama of their marriage. 

         As for Lyle, his plight – “a word etymologically related [...] to play” (Cowart, 

2003a: 46) – is no more meaningful than and every bit as doomed as Pammy’s since, 

in his wife’s absence, Lyle gets entangled in an even more dangerous game, namely 

a terrorist plot to blow up the Stock Exchange, which may very well lead to dire 

consequences. Given that Lyle is a white-collar “who works for the very entity that’s 

the target and who stands to lose everything and gain nothing from the whole affair” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 180), his involvement in this plot appears all the more inexplicable 

and can hardly be accounted for in terms of traditional motive. Lyle, for one thing, 

cannot be said to have been tempted by “the glamour of revolutionary violence, the 

secret longing it evokes in the most docile soul” (Ibid., p. 8), since, from the outset, 

“DeLillo ingeniously arranges for Lyle’s involvement with terrorists not to fall into 

any such” category (Cowart, 2003a: 54) by portraying Lyle, beyond a shadow of 

doubt, as a man lacking political conviction, a man by no means capable of any act 

of commitment, political or otherwise. As such, Lyle is a typical postmodern subject 

who “lives without conviction, without commitment, without substance” (Cowart, 
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loc. cit.), the ultimate product of an age where grand narratives, emancipatory 

discourses, totalizing ideologies, like Marxism, have become discredited. 

Accordingly, Lyle displays no sign of sympathy for revolutionary ideals either before 

or after his involvement with the terrorists, and, once, towards the beginning of the 

novel, speaks slightingly of communists, referring to them as “the well-meaning [...] 

folks who have taken up the struggle against the struggle, not knowing you see, that 

the capitalist system and the power structure and the pattern of repression are 

themselves a struggle” (DeLillo, 1991: 34). Thus, Lyle, who goes on to stress the 

amount of effort required to keep the capitalist system running – “it’s not an easy 

matter being the oppressor” (Ibid., p. 34), he says after all – speaks jokingly of 

political matters by “captiously describ[ing] the archetypal agon of left against right 

as ‘the struggle against the struggle’” (Cowart, 2003a: 47). When confronted with the 

“alien reality” (DeLillo, 1991: 188) of revolutionary ideals embodied in the character 

of Marina Vilar, one of the terrorists he gets in touch with via Rosemary, Lyle 

acutely feels that he has nothing in common with Marina, or the likes of her, who 

“believed in one thing, he felt, to the exclusion of everything else” (Ibid., p. 98). 

Such a commitment to an ideal is beyond Lyle’s powers of imagination, and, on 

more occasions than one, he reflects on the great divergence between Marina and 

himself, looking upon her as someone “whose mind [...] runs on different lines from 

[his] own, who lives by another map entirely” (DeLillo, 1991: 145-146). Lyle’s 

apparent indifference to the terrorists’ goals and motivations lays bare the extent to 

which his involvement is unmotivated and unwarranted, which, in turn, is evidence 

enough to show that Lyle gets involved in the terrorist plot as in a game. Thus, Lyle 

is presented as 

 

                        a profoundly  disaffected  worker who brings a murderous form of  play into  

                          the  workplace.  Writing at a time of  burgeoning  terrorist  activity  and even  

                          anticipating  the  day when  the  World  Trade  Center would itself become a  

                          terrorist target,  the author  contemplates  terrorism  divorced  from  political  

                          conviction,  terrorism as “radical” play. [...] The real horror of Lyle has to do  

                          with  his  acting  without   political  animus.  More  or  less  gratuitously,   he  

                          “turns”, enlists  under the banner of  anarchy-as-diversion.  (Cowart,  2003a:  

                          46-47) 
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         As explained above, for Lyle, the terrorist plot is nothing other than mere 

diversion, “a murderous form of play”, which serves as a welcome distraction from 

the banalities of his daily routine. In fact, the concepts of terror and game are 

juxtaposed at the very beginning of the novel, in the prologue, which depicts seven 

unnamed characters watching a film where a group of golf players are slaughtered by 

terrorists. The prologue, which has been described by DeLillo as “the novel in 

miniature” (Cowart, 2003a: 45), demonstrates that, in the eyes of the spectators, “the 

photogenic terror” on the TV screen is nothing but “an empty swirl” of images 

(DeLillo, 1991: 8), which reduces terrorism to a “gruesomely humorous” game 

involving “ridiculous people doing awful things to total fools” (Ibid., p. 9). The 

victims’ being golfers, players of a game “of scrupulous caution and petty griefs” 

(DeLillo, loc. cit.), serves as yet another humorous touch that intensifies the comic 

effect. The spectators’ light-hearted viewing of a terror scene in the prologue may be 

interpreted as a foreshadowing of Lyle’s light-hearted involvement in the terrorist 

plot just for the sake of play without any regard to its consequences. Just as George 

Sedbauer, the floor member who was shot by one of the terrorists, did before him, 

Lyle “play[s] at having a secret, double life” (Johnston, 1998: 179):  

 

                        I’m a white collar.  A walk-in. That was the secret dream of the white collar.  

                          To place a call from a  public booth in the middle of  the night. Calling some 

                          government  bureau,  some official department, right, of  the government.  ‘I  

                          have information about so-and-so.’ [...] Imagine how sexy that can be for the  

                          true-blue businessman or professor. What an incredible night time thrill. The  

                          appeal of  mazes  and intricate  techniques.  The suggestion of  a  double life.  

                          (DeLillo, 1991: 100) 

 

 

         The appeal of a double life, the chance to have a part to play in clandestine 

affairs, suffices to furnish Lyle with a motive for getting involved in a murderous 

drama; in this sense, he seems to be one of the typical DeLilloian characters, who, 

“caught in the stupor of late capitalist culture, try to contrive encounters with 

something beyond the limit, something that can make them feel alive” (Reeve, 2006: 

149). So, it can be assumed that Lyle is seeking for “a vivifying sense of danger” 

(Cowart, 2003a: 53) in terrorism, the thrill of “hanging around with wild-eyed 

radicals, the bomb throwers” (DeLillo, 1991: 101), but, in effect, this seems not to be 



 155 

the case at all. The fact of the matter is that far from feeling vivified in the company 

of the terrorists, Lyle cannot help being overcome with “a kind of torpor” (Ibid., p. 

100), so, even if there is “an element of transgressive gratification” (Cowart, 2003a: 

52) involved, it is all but minimal. Lyle feels bored even on his first meeting with 

Marina Vilar and J. Kinnear – his two contacts from the terrorist network – and he 

simply cannot “understand why he wasn’t more alert, more interested” (DeLillo, 

1991: 100). That from the outset Lyle has not “been able to feel wholly engaged” 

(DeLillo, loc. cit.) serves to highlight the extent to which Lyle’s involvement, like all 

of his actions, is characterized by affectlessness, detachment and apathy, which are 

reflective of the utter emptiness and insubstantiality of the self. So, the real horror of 

the situation lies in the wholly disengaged manner in which Lyle gets entangled in a 

plot where he is asked to aid in a bombing that will result in the deaths of hundreds 

of people, which shows beyond doubt that Lyle lives in a world without an ethical 

center, a world where 

 

                        the  usual  sanctions  –  against  adultery,  against  the  planting of  bombs  in  

                          public buildings  –   become  inoperative.  The  resultant  ethos  is not one of  

                          licence   [...]  in   which    one   violates   various    rules   with  a  feeling   of  

                          emancipation  –  but  rather one  of   unmotivated,  apathetic  drift.  (Cowart,  

                          2003a: 52) 

 

 

         Indeed, the words “apathetic drift” best describe Lyle’s involvement as evident 

from the fact that Lyle feels detached from what is happening around him as if he is a 

spectator watching a play unfolding before his eyes: “A play,” Lyle thinks, “it was a 

little like that” (DeLillo, 1991: 100), which attests to the fact that Lyle regards the 

terror scheme as a play in which he is nothing other than a disinterested player acting 

his part. The role that is assigned to him in this drama of terrorism is the one 

formerly played by George Sedbauer in that, like George, Lyle is a man from the 

floor who can give the terrorists access to the place. “As for what I know about you 

Lyle,” J. Kinnear tells him upon their first meeting, “I would say you are George 

Sedbauer’s successor” (DeLillo, 1991: 102). Lyle himself seems to embrace this role, 

for, on more occasions than one, he refers to himself as “a second George” (Ibid., p. 

109), which, more than anything else, serves to elucidate the nature of Lyle’s 
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involvement in the terror scheme: Lyle is merely someone who has happened to 

come along to play a pre-established role in a drama scripted independently of 

himself; in other words, he is not a self-determining individual participating in a plot, 

rather he is merely a pawn inserted into the slot vacated by George’s death.  Thus, 

through the character of Lyle, Players exposes “the desperate narcissism of those, 

who, uncertain of their identities, [...] attempt to gain some illusory sense of 

empowerment by fitting themselves and their life histories into preformed narratives 

and scenarios” (Reeve, 2006: 137). DeLillo’s portrayal of the subject as a player that 

performs certain roles in the narratives that precede him resonates with Louis 

Althusser’s conception of the subject, which precludes the notion of the individual as 

“a free subjectivity, a center of initiatives, author of and responsible for its actions” 

(Ferretter, 2006: 88), characterizing the subject instead as occupying certain subject 

positions within the predetermined sets of practises and relationships in society. In 

effect, Lyle is merely filling in the slot, the subject position, formerly occupied by 

George, which means that he is just as expendable as George and can be replaced by 

someone else who might happen to come along. The parallels between Lyle and 

George are striking, indeed: Not only are they both members of the Stock Exchange 

who have been recruited by Rosemary with whom they entered into a sexual 

relationship, but they both get to sleep with Marina, who offers her body in return for 

the risk they are running. The only difference between George and Lyle lies in the 

fact that, unlike Lyle, George was not aware that he was associated with terrorists; he 

was led to believe he was working for “money manipulators, illegal banking 

combines” (DeLillo, 1991: 179), and, having learned the truth only after it was too 

late, he was killed while trying to abort the terrorist attack. There is a good chance 

that, in this fatal game, Lyle may end up like George; in fact, J. Kinnear once warns 

him that if he “let[s] it get it too far, it will literally happen, this business about being 

George’s successor, with the same depressing results” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), but Lyle 

himself seems quite indifferent to the danger that might be in store for him. What is 

more, Lyle makes things even more dangerous for himself by contacting a man from 

the intelligence agency, a man called Burks, and begins infoming on the terrorists. It 

seems as if becoming an informer is what Lyle has been intending to do all along; 

during all the time he was testing his capacities as a witness by memorizing licence 
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plates and noting the physical appearance of people in the street, he was actually 

rehearsing this role. Thus, Lyle complicates the game even further by playing 

multiple roles – the role of an informer in addition to the role of George – thereby 

staging a play within a play, or concocting “a scheme within the scheme” (DeLillo, 

1991: 190). Surprisingly, it turns out that J. Kinnear has also been playing a game 

within a game, for he, too, turns out to be an informer, and following his 

disappearance, makes a secret pact with Lyle, who readily promises to help Kinnear 

without Marina’s knowledge. Thus, Lyle becomes a double agent, a triple agent 

even, playing along with Burks, Marina and Kinnear while remaining committed to 

none, though he definitely feels a sympathy for Kinnear, preferring his subtle 

machinations to “Marina and Burks [who represent] the blunter categories of reality” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 159). Lyle’s “playing all interests against each other” (Cowart, 

2003a: 46) supplies him with a sense of empowerment, control and agency; in fact, 

he has “never felt so intelligent before” (DeLillo, 1991: 121) in his whole life. 

However, Lyle’s newfound empowerment could be illusory after all, for, on the 

whole, he seems to be less a player in control of the game who sets his own rules and 

manipulates others than “a player in a game manipulated by unknowable forces”; in 

other words, he is nothing but a mere “pawn of ruthless and subtle manipulation” 

(Cowart, 2003a: 54). Except for Marina, Kinnear and a man called Luis Ramirez, 

who is busy making the bomb, Lyle has not met any other member of the terrorist 

network and knows next to nothing about the workings of the network itself. Indeed, 

it is this ambiguity that most appeals to Lyle: 

 

                        They had no visible  organization or leadership.  They had no  apparent plan.  

                          They came from nowhere and might be gone tomorrow. Lyle believed it was  

                          these freeform currents that he found so stimulating mentally.  They gave no  

                          indication of  membership in  anything.  They didn’t even have a nationality,  

                          really. (DeLillo, 1991: 121) 

 

 

         As everything grows more and more shrouded in “ambiguity, confusion, 

disinformation” (Ibid., p. 115), it becomes increasingly difficult for Lyle to ascertain 

who is who: Marina Vilar’s identity, for instance, is a mystery to Lyle, who initially 

assumes that Marina and Rafael Vilar (the terrorist who killed George and is 
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therefore in prison at the moment) are brother and sister, as Marina herself leads Lyle 

to believe, but J. Kinnear tells Lyle it is not so. Marina’s identity is cast in doubt 

even further when she informs Lyle that Rosemary knows her as Marina Ramirez 

instead of Marina Vilar, whereupon Lyle assumes that Marina is married to Luis 

Ramirez, who is himself a shadowy figure described by Marina as someone without 

a fixed identity, someone who “likes to make up a character as he goes along” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 185). Burks, the man from the intelligence, is every bit as obscure a 

figure as the terrorists themselves, and to Lyle’s surprise, his name turns out to be 

“generic all of a sudden” (Ibid., p. 152) when one day the original Burks is 

supplanted by another man who also calls himself Burks so that Lyle distinguishes 

between the two by dubbing them Burks-1 and Burks-2, respectively. The ambiguity 

surrounding the identity of these characters serve to highlight the fact that they are 

not individuals with a fixed identity, but players, like Lyle himself, acting out their 

parts in preformed narratives and scenarios. In Lyle’s eyes, the most interesting 

character of all is J. Kinnear, who, Lyle suspects, has infiltrated into the terrorist 

network for the sake of acting out the role of an informer in the first place, in the 

same way as Lyle himself: 

 

                        J. had planted himself,  had  infiltrated,  at a conscious level, long  before he  

                          decided to contact  Burks or  whatever agency it was Burks represented.  His  

                          selective  disclosure of  information merely confirmed the material existence  

                          of  the  space  he’d  chosen  to   occupy,  the  complex geography,  points  of  

                          confluence  and  danger.  [...]  It was  possible Kinnear had been an  agent, in  

                          spirit  for  twenty  years.  He’d   functioned  simultaneously  on  two   levels.  

                          Counterpoise. (DeLillo, 1991: 144-145) 

 

         What little information Lyle can manage to get from Burks about Kinnear 

reinforces his initial impression that Kinnear is an informer “in spirit.” According to 

what Burks tells Lyle, Kinnear is a man who “did a little of everything” (DeLillo, 

1991: 154), from teaching voice and diction at junior college to getting mixed up in 

cocaine traffic in Bogota; from associating with Lee Harvey Oswald, the assassin of 

President John F. Kennedy, in the 1960s to getting involved in an illegal ring 

“running people underground or out of the country” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Most of the 

time Kinnear has “tried to palm himself off as an operational chief of this or that 
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terrorist unit” never staying in one place for too long, and his disappearance was 

almost always followed by “arrests by the score” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). Lyle cannot 

help being impressed by Kinnear’s guile, but what strikes him as most impressive is 

Kinnear’s being a man without a single identity; all his life Kinnear has “evaded a 

pattern of existence” (DeLillo, 1991: 123). “I’m one of those people you’ve read 

about who’s constantly being described as dropping out of sight or resurfacing,” once 

Kinnear tells Lyle on the phone after his disappearance, “right now it’s the former 

condition that prevails” (Ibid., p. 133). As a person without a fixed identity, name, 

occupation or address, Kinnear seems to lack a material reality, which is why Lyle 

finds himself imagining him as nothing other than a voice he hears on the phone, 

divorced from any material existence: 

 

                        Lyle tried  to imagine  Kinnear in some  specific  locale, an airport,  [...] or a  

                          remote  house  in  a  well-defined  landscape.  But, he  remained  a voice,  no  

                          more, a vibratory hum, coming  from nowhere in particular.  (DeLillo, 1991:  

                          133) 

 

 

         It is Kinnear’s seeming detachment from material reality that fascinates Lyle, 

who takes him as a role model, looking to him for instructions and aspiring to 

become Kinnear’s double; that is why when Kinnear asks him for money, Lyle 

readily complies, hoping to see Kinnear once again. However, to Lyle’s 

disappointment, it is not Kinnear himself, but Rosemary Moore who turns up at the 

appointed place, whereupon it dawns upon Lyle that Rosemary was actually 

Kinnear’s lover all along, so, in the end, she is also revealed to be a player just like 

everyone else. Presently, Lyle inquires of Rosemary whether Kinnear needs the 

money to buy a new identity: 

 

                        “He buys a new identity, is that it?” 

                          “He knows someone who can get him whatever he has to have.” 

                          “What else?” 

                          “He practises looking different.” 

                          “Practises looking different how?” 

                          “In front of a mirror,” she said. 

                          “I love it.” (DeLillo, 1991: 195) 
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         Thus, Kinnear emerges as the player par excellence, an unrivalled virtuoso in 

making and remaking identities, practising, in front of a mirror, new looks, 

expressions and gestures to go with his new identity. The impossibility of locating 

the true Kinnear among his many identities designates “the impossibility of 

determining the truly authentic subject among its own proliferating masks” (Cowart, 

2003b: 73). Towards the end of the novel, “Lyle’s double J. Kinnear is [...] already 

moving toward invisibility” and “Lyle’s pact with Kinnear [...] sets him off on a 

similar line of flight into the unknown” (Johnston, 1998: 180). In the final chapter, 

which functions as an epilogue, Lyle is depicted in a motel room with Rosemary, 

waiting for Kinnear to call and give him instructions: “The phone will ring and he 

will be told to go somewhere. He will be given detailed instructions” (DeLillo, 1991: 

210). Lyle appears to have been robbed of all sense of agency in this last scene so 

that he can do nothing except wait for Kinnear to tell him what to do and where to go 

next. Lyle’s final lapse into passivity may be likened to the passive waiting of the 

two central characters in Samuel Beckett’s famous play Waiting for Godot (1953), in 

that, for Lyle, Kinnear functions as 

 

                        the  Godot  whose  agency may  confer another moment of  purpose on  [his]  

                          otherwise  aimless life.  [He]  wait[s]  in a place of  consummate sterility, the  

                          motel room DeLillo  once called  “a peculiar place of nowhere.”  To go from  

                          one motel to another,  the character  who will be revealed as Lyle remarks in  

                          the novel’s opening paragraph, would be “self-realizing.” Given the constant  

                          sterility of motels in DeLillo,  this remark suggests just  what the Lylean self  

                          might realize: its own emptiness. (Cowart, 2003a: 48) 

 

 

         It is very fitting that the setting in this scene is a motel room, which has been 

recurrently presented by DeLillo as a place that has a “disengaging aspect” in that it 

offers “a blank autonomy [...] an exemption from some vague imperative, perhaps to 

verify one’s status” (DeLillo, 1991: 196-197). The motel offers temporary 

accomodation, which makes it the abode of the “transients,” a word which gains 

symbolic significance in the novel, when, on the very night she returns to New York 

from Maine, Pammy sees a sign hanging above a cheap hotel that reads 

“TRANSIENTS”, whereupon she feels momentarily confused as the word “take[s] 

on an abstract tone” (Ibid., p. 207), its meaning eluding her for some full seconds. 



 161 

The fact of the matter is that the word “transients,” which “denotes the brief, the 

ephemeral, the short-lived” (Cowart, 2003a: 52), epitomizes the fate of the characters 

in the novel, not only Lyle and Pammy, but all the supporting characters as well, 

above all Kinnear, who tells Lyle after his disappearance that he will be “sort of 

transient” (DeLillo, 1991: 132) for a while, and Lyle does not fail to follow suit since  

 

                        with Kinnear’s disappearance,  Lyle undergoes a bleaching de-multiplication  

                          and  final  loss  of  definition.  In the final scene in the  motel  room,  Players  

                          registers  Lyle’s  becoming  invisible as if  he  were a film exposed to  bright  

                          light. (Johnston, 1998: 180) 

 

         Thus, the concluding scene, which depicts Lyle on his way to invisibility after 

the manner of Kinnear, highlights the transience of identity, the instability of the self, 

a clear indication of which lies in the fact that Lyle undergoes a radical loss of self-

definition in this final scene, one that casts even his sexual identity in doubt. For, 

when Lyle has sex with Rosemary in the motel room, Rosemary is said to have “a 

plastic phallus harnessed to her body” (DeLillo, 1991: 197), which implies that 

Rosemary and Lyle have reversed sex roles. On the whole, Lyle’s plight illustrates 

how the self is gradually stripped off all its distinctive characteristics, including its 

emotions, its sense of agency and its identity, sexual identity included, so that 

nothing remains of it except an empty shell drained of substance, which is what Lyle 

ultimately comes to resemble in the final paragraph: 

 

                        The propped  figure,  for instance, is barely recognizable  as male.  Shedding 

                          capabilities and  traits by  the second, he can  still be described  (but quickly)  

                          as well-formed, sentient and fair. We know nothing else about him. (Ibid., p.  

                          212) 

 

 

         Hence, the novel ends on a note indicative of “the total erasure of the subject” 

(Best and Kellner, 1991: 168) by depicting Lyle as a figure completely emptied of 

substance, without any distinctive traits that might furnish the basis of a personal 

identity; having shed all “capabilities and traits,” Lyle cannot even be described as 

male any more. Thus, “Players concludes with a striking image of the empty or 

emptying self” (Goodheart, 1999: 118), which is effectively devoid of all the 
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qualities formerly attributed to the autonomous human subject of modernity, namely 

a fixed and stable identity, a sense of agency, psychological depth, emotional 

complexity, moral capacity and the like. In short, DeLillo’s players are insubstantial 

to the point of being invisible; “as players in a drama not their own, their gestures 

appear and disappear without consequence, mere points of singularity in an abstract, 

disconnected space” (Johnston, 1998: 176). 

 

3. 3. Disorientation in the Age of Multinational Capitalism 

 

         At one point in the novel Lyle undergoes a strange experience of psychic 

fragmentation where he has an internal conversation with himself, his consciousness 

having split into two different personas, one of which is “Lyle as a former astronaut 

who’d walked on the surface of the moon” while the other is “Lyle as a woman, 

interviewing the astronaut”, who speaks “movingly of weightlessness as a poetic 

form of anxiety and isolation” (DeLillo, 1991: 108). Indeed, it is far from surprising 

that Lyle visualizes himself as an astronaut floating weightlessly in the vacuum of 

space considering the fact that he knows only too well what it feels like to be 

surrounded by pure void on all sides, deprived, as he is, of all stable points of 

reference, such as religion, ethics or reason, which have been effectively liquidated 

by the reigning postmodern ethos characterized by incredulity toward all objective 

grounds for truth and value. The image of an astronaut in outer space is not only an 

apt metaphor for the disoriented individual set adrift in a world without an ethical 

centre in the wake of the collapse of the grand narratives, but for a more specific 

condition as well, namely the spatial disorientation experienced by the postmodern 

subject in the face of what Fredric Jameson terms ‘postmodern hyperspace,’ which, 

in its postmodern complexity, has “succeeded in transcending the capacities of the 

individual human body to locate itself” (Jameson, 1998: 15-16) so that, as Jameson 

argues, “we are submerged in its filled and suffused volumes to the point where our 

new postmodern bodies are bereft of spatial coordinates” (Jameson, 2009: 48). In 

Players, DeLillo explores the modification that has taken place in the subject’s 

experience of space by foregrounding the characters’ problematical relation to their 



 163 

urban environment, which manifests itself in their failure to locate themselves in the 

“vales of time and space” (DeLillo, 1991: 48) – a phrase repeatedly uttered by Ethan 

so that it becomes almost a refrain in the novel – that stretch endlessly before them. 

One of the ways in which DeLillo addresses the Jamesonean theme of spatial 

disorientation lies in his depiction of Pammy’s efforts to come to grips with the 

disorienting impact of the vast expanse of the man-made environment in which she 

works. Pammy’s following contemplations bear witness to the fact that the living 

space of the postmodern subject has undergone a radical transformation, which 

entails the redefinition of previously secure spatial categories: 

 

                        Pammy thought of  the elevators in the World Trade Center as “places.”  She  

                          asked  herself,  not without morbid scorn:  “When  does this  place get to the  

                          forty-fourth  floor?”  [...]  Elevators  were supposed to be  enclosures.  These  

                          were too big, really, to fit that description. These also had different doors for  

                          entering and leaving,  certainly a distinguishing  feature of  places more than  

                          elevators.  If the  elevators  were places, the lobbies  were “spaces.”  She felt  

                          abstract  terms  were called  for in the face of  such tyrannic  grandeur.  Four  

                          times a  day she  was  dwarfed,  progressively  midgeted walking  across that  

                          purplish-blue   rug.   Spaces.   Indefinite  locations.   Positions   regarded   as  

                          occupied by something. (DeLillo, 1991: 23-24) 

 

 

         The confusion Pammy experiences inside the World Trade Center highlights 

the extent to which the individual feels dwarfed in the face of the overwhelming, 

almost tyrannical vastness that confounds one’s perception of space, rendering 

previous definitions obsolete: monumental lobbies that inspire “tyrannic grandeur,” 

elevators of gargantuan proportions that are more like large chambers than mere 

enclosures. Overwhelmed by a sense of bewildered disorientation, what seems to 

matter most to Pammy is to find the exact word to describe her surroundings with the 

utmost accuracy as if her linguistic precision will enable her to overcome her spatial 

confusion: “If the elevators were places, as she believed them to be, and the lobbies 

were spaces, as she further believed, what then was the World Trade Center itself?” 

(DeLillo, 1991: 48), Pammy wonders and once even puts the question to Ethan, who 

refuses to respond. Pammy’s constant preoccupation with finding the right words for 

the specific locations she occupies in the course of her daily life is indicative of an 

effort, on her part, to ascertain her own positioning in relation to what she perceives 
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to be a bewildering and complex environment. Working in an office located on the 

eighty-third floor of one of the towers of the World Trade Center, Pammy feels 

literally suspended in the air without a firm, stable ground underfoot; in fact, to 

Pammy, the towers seem less like solid constructions than an optic illusion created 

by a fleeting play of light: 

 

                        To Pammy,  the towers  didn’t seem permanent.  They remained concepts no  

                          less transient  for all their bulk than some routine distortion of light.  Making  

                          things  seem  even  more  fleeting  was  the  fact  that  office  space  at  Grief  

                          Management was constantly being reapportioned. Workmen sealed off some  

                          areas with partitions,  opened up others,  moved out file cabinets, wheeled in  

                          chairs and desks. (DeLillo, 1991: 19) 

 

 

         Pammy’s emphasis on the transient and impermanent nature of the towers and 

the constant reapportionment of the office space serve to underline the spatial 

instability which is symptomatic of postmodern culture. As Jameson notes, 

“disorientation in an environment too complex for the individual to comprehend” 

(Ferretter, 2006: 17) is a key characteristic of the spatial dynamics of postmodernism 

since, in the age of multinational capitalism, “the world itself, in all its postmodern 

complexity, has exceeded our capacity to decide our place in it” (Buchanan, 2006: 

101). In this regard, Pammy’s spatial confusion is not to be interpreted merely in 

terms of a reaction to her immediate surroundings, but rather as reflective of a 

general failure to position herself in relation to the global totality of the postmodern 

world. Thus, Players brings to the fore the emergence of a disorienting postmodern 

hyperspace, endorsing the Jamesonean view of postmodernism “in which people are 

adrift in and unable to comprehend the multinational capitalist system or the 

explosively growing culture in which they live” (Ritzer, 1997: 184). In the novel, we 

see Lyle’s attempts to counter the absence of spatial stability by manifesting an 

excessive preoccupation with the location of his objects that borders on obsession so 

much so that checking the contents of his pockets regularly has become a reassuring 

ritual for Lyle which furnishes him with a degree of certainty amidst the surrounding 

chaos: 

 

                        Lyle checked his pockets for change, keys, wallet, cigarettes, pen and memo  
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                          pad.  He  did  this   six  or  seven  times  a  day,   absently,  his  hand  merely  

                          skimming  over  trousers  and  jacket,  while  he  was  walking,   after  lunch,  

                          leaving  cabs.  It  was  a  routine  that   required  no  conscious  planning  yet  

                          reassured  him,  and  this  was  supremely  important, of  the presence of  his  

                          objects and their locations. (DeLillo, 1991: 26) 

 

 

         So, ascertaining the precise location of each small item – keys, cigarettes, 

coins, even an extra battery for the Italian clock at home – is more than a small 

comfort to Lyle, who strives to overcome spatial disorientation by keeping a rigorous 

check on the spatial coordinates of his objects. Another reassuring ritual that 

provides a stay against confusion is Lyle’s habit of arranging coins systematically on 

the dresser at home, “transit tokens on the right side of the dresser”, “pennies and 

other change on the left” (DeLillo, 1991: 148). One of the key scenes that shed light 

on the spatial dynamics of postmodernism expounded by Jameson occurs in the 

concluding chapter, where Lyle, while waiting for J. Kinnear to call and give him 

instructions, tries to pass the time by studying a map, from which he derives spiritual 

consolation as if the map embodies a divine power: 

 

                        We see  him  walk to the desk,  where he gets  the map with  the street index  

                          attached.  [...]  The idea is to  organize  this  emptiness.  In the index  he sees  

                          Briarfield, Hillsview, Woodhaven, Old Mill, Riverhead, Manor Road, Shady  

                          Oaks [...]  He  finds  these names  wonderfully  restful.  They’re  a  liturgical  

                          prayer a set of moral consolations. A universe structured on such coordinates  

                          would have the merits of substance and familiarity. (Ibid., p. 211) 

 

 

         The fact that Lyle likens a list of street names to “a liturgical prayer” may seem 

odd at first, but it makes perfect sense in the light of the fact that religion, too, is a 

way of mapping the world by making it comprehensible and establishing certain 

boundaries that should not be transgressed. Moreover, by providing a situational 

representation of his physical environment, the map assures Lyle of the existence of 

a mappable external world structured according to a definite pattern, thus ensuring 

that he is living on firm, solid ground, not drifting in a void. So, this scene may be 

seen as resonating with Jameson’s view that “postmodernism has left us so 

disoriented, has so muddled up our sense of time and space that we must construct 

maps to enable us to rediscover our spatial and historical location” (Nicol, 2009: 11). 



 166 

Thus, in the face of the disorienting impact of postmodern hyperspace, which is 

described by Jameson as essentially chaotic, unrepresentable and unmappable, “the 

practical reconquest of a sense of place” (Jameson, 2009: 51) is only possible if one 

is able to mentally represent or cognitively map oneself in relation to the global 

totality of the postmodern late capitalistic world. Lyle’s preoccupation with 

ascertaining his position within the system of multinational capitalism is also 

manifested in his dialogues with his friend and fellow floor member Frank 

McKechnie, which usually revolve around the same topic, namely the exploration of 

their place within the postmodern world: 

 

                        “So, where are we?” 

                          “Who knows.” 

                          “We’re inside,” Lyle said. 

                          “That’s for sure.” 

                          “It’s obvious.” 

                          “It’s obvious because if  we were outside,  the cars would be climbing up my  

                          back.” 

                          “The outside world.” [...] 

                          “Where are we Lyle as you put it so beautifully yourself?” 

                          “We’re inside.” 

                          “Where do we want to be?” 

                          “Inside.” 

                          “Those both are right answers.” 

                          “I prepared.” (DeLillo, 1991: 64-66) 

 

 

         Lyle himself has trouble understanding these highly ambiguous, almost absurd 

dialogues he exchanges with McKechnie, which, more often than not, leave him 

feeling that he “didn’t know exactly what they were talking about” (Ibid., p. 65); 

nevertheless, the implications of the question “where are we?” seem clear enough, 

whereupon Lyle promptly answers “we’re inside,” thereby specifying their 

positioning in relation to the multinational capitalistic system. As members of the 

Stock Exchange working at the heart of global capital, both Lyle and McKechnie are 

“inside” in that they occupy a specific place within the system of multinational 

capitalism although Lyle seems to be less sure of his place than McKechnie, one 

indication of which lies in his aversion to dining at the Exchange luncheon club, an 

exclusive club “restricted to members and their guests” (DeLillo, 1991: 13) because, 

as he tells McKechnie who demands to know the reason, “it’s inside” (Ibid., p. 67). 
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The inside versus outside dichotomy is established early in the novel by the clear line 

of demarcation Lyle draws between those who belong inside the system and those 

who do not, the latter constituting quite a broad category that encompasses all social 

outcasts living on the margins of society, including the derelicts roaming the streets, 

the homeless and the insane: 

 

                        Every day  the  outcasts were in the streets,  women  with  junk carts,  a man  

                          dragging a mattress,  ordinary  drunks  slipping in from the dock areas,  from  

                          construction  craters near the  Hudson,  people without shoes,  amputees  and  

                          freaks,  men  splitting  off   from  groups  sleeping  in  fish  crates  under  the  

                          highway  and  limping  down past the slips and lanes, the helicopter pad onto  

                          Broad Street,  living rags.  Lyle  thought of  these people as infiltrators in the  

                          district. Elements filtering in.  Nameless arrays of existence.  (DeLillo, 1991:  

                          27) 

 

 

         The description of these outsiders, what Lyle calls “the infiltrators” in 

Manhattan’s financial district, is juxtaposed with a view from inside the Stock 

Exchange, which is presented as the epitome of order, sanity and rationality as 

opposed to the irrationality and chaos reigning outside. In stark contrast to the 

“madness and squalor” associated with the derelicts in the streets “shouting, trailing 

vomit on their feet” (DeLillo, loc. cit.), what prevails inside the Stock Exchange is 

“the strict rationalities of volume and price,” and wherever he looks Lyle sees “mild 

eyes everywhere, sanity inhabiting the faces he encountered” (DeLillo, 1991: 157). 

As Lyle puts it, 

 

                        there was sanity here, even at the wildest times. It was all worked out. There  

                          were rules, standards and customs. In the electronic clatter, it was possible to  

                          feel   you   were   part  of   a   breathtakingly   intricate  quest  for  order  and  

                          elucidation,  for  identity  among   the  constituents  of   a  system.  Everyone  

                          reconnoitered  toward a balance.  [...]  Floor  members  were  down-to-earth.  

                          They  played practical jokes.  They didn’t drift beyond the margins of things.  

                          (DeLillo, 1991: 28) 

 

 

         For Lyle, the Stock Exchange is like a machine that operates on the principles 

of exactitude and rationality, and the floor members are themselves the very 

embodiments of sanity, pursuing what Lyle calls “a breathtakingly intricate quest for 

order and elucidation.” In this vision, there is no room for the grim realities of the 
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outside world, such as exploitative economic relations, fierce competition, the 

victimization of the poor and the needy, which constitute the dark underside of the 

capitalistic system. Hence, Lyle’s conception of multinational capitalism is one of 

pure abstraction divorced from all the unpleasant realities associated with “the 

competitive mechanism of the world” (DeLillo, 1991: 70), i. e. aggression, greed, 

selfishness, hoarding, privation, suffering. As such, when Lyle looks at “the numbers 

click[ing] onto the enunciator board” (Ibid., p. 64) depicting market prices or the 

“yellow teleprinter slips” (DeLillo, 1991: 70) he carries around with him, all he sees 

is an abstract code entirely disconnected from the harsh realities of unbridled 

capitalism:  

 

                        He saw in the numbers and stock symbols an artful reduction of  the external  

                          world  to  printed  output,  the  machine’s  coded  model  of   exactitude.  [...]  

                          Aggression  was  refined  away,  the  instinct  to  possess.  He  saw fractions,  

                          decimal   points,   plus   and   minus   signs.  A   picture  of   the  competitive  

                          mechanism of  the world, of greasy teeth engaging on the rim of a wheel was  

                          nowhere in evidence. The paper contained nerve impulses: a synaptic digit, a  

                          phoneme,  a dimensionless point. [...]  On the slip of  paper in his hand, there  

                          was no intimation of  lives  defined  by the objects around them, morbid tiers  

                          of immortality. Inked figures were all he saw. (DeLillo, loc. cit.) 

 

 

         Lyle’s inability to imagine that there exists a link between the workings of the 

stock market – i. e. the “printed output” bearing “inked figures” – and the concrete 

socioeconomic realities that stem from the unequal distribution of wealth under 

capitalism – i. e. the sight of the poor and the homeless roaming the streets – is 

reflective of his general failure to comprehend the true nature of the relations of 

domination and exploitation within the multinational capitalistic system, which is 

characterized by the centrality of finance capital and the stock market where 

“representations and data become commodities circulated electronically in virtual 

networks” spanning continents (Ward, 2003: 186). In the age of multinational 

capitalism, which Jameson describes as “a purer stage of capitalism than any of the 

moments that preceded it” (Jameson, 2009: 3), money itself loses its physical 

existence as a medium of exchange and becomes a purely abstract concept that can 

only be traced through electronic currents and that exists in its purest form in the 

imagination. At one point in the novel, Lyle reflects upon  
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                        the dizzying  billions being  propelled through machines,  computer-scanned  

                          and coded, filed, cleared,  wrapped and trucked,  all in a high-speed din.  [...] 

                          He’d seen the encoding  rooms,  the microfilming of checks, money moving,  

                          shrinking as it moved,  beginning to elude visualization, to pass from a paper  

                          existence to  electronic sequences,  its meaning increasingly complex, harder  

                          to name.  It was condensation,  the whole process, a paring away of money’s  

                          accidental  properties,  of  money’s   touch.  [...]  What remained, he thought,  

                          could hardly be  identified as money  (itself, in normal forms, a compression  

                          of  one’s  worth).  [...]  Lyle  thought of  his  own money  not as a medium of  

                          exchange,  but  as something  to be consigned to data storage,  traceable only  

                          through   magnetic  flashes.  Money  was  spiritual  indemnity  against  some  

                          unspecifiable  future  loss.  It  existed,  in  its  purest form,  in  his  mind,  my  

                          money, a reinforcing source of meditation. (DeLillo, 1991: 109-110) 

 

 

         Lyle’s contemplations on the purely abstract nature of money serve to shed 

light on the increasingly commodified and reified condition of the late capitalist 

society, where through the process of reification, material objects, like money, come 

to embody abstract concepts, a clear indication of which lies in the fact that money 

becomes a source of spiritual sustenance for Lyle – “spiritual indemnity” as he puts it 

– rather than something with material existence that can be exchanged for concrete 

objects and commodities which provide physical sustenance. Lyle’s musings also 

bear witness to the utter commodification of human beings in the late capitalist 

society and their reduction in worth to the sum total of their money, which, as Lyle 

puts it, becomes “the compression of one’s worth” (DeLillo, 1991: 110). 

Consequently, in this capitalist abstraction, money emerges as an abstract concept 

severed from the external world and traceable only through “the greenish cipher that 

move[s] across the board” (Ibid., p. 22) at the Stock Exchange and that represents 

“the ebbs and flows of multinational capital” (Abbinnett, 2006: 33). 

         One day, the order and harmony inside the Stock Exchange is disrupted without 

warning by the murder of a floor member, George Sedbauer, by an outsider, a 

terrorist who has managed to infiltrate into the heart of the system. The murder, 

which gives rise to “an unusual turbulence” in the carefully regulated atmosphere of 

the trading floor, creating “an indistinct warp, a collapse in pattern” (DeLillo, 1991: 

28), demonstrates the precariousness of the artificially imposed order upon which the 

system is based in that, like all acts of terror, it points to the ever-present “possibility 

that the banal will erupt into violence” (Scanlan, 2001: 19). In this regard, the 
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terrorists, who aim to destabilize the system by resorting to violent means, pose a 

serious menace to the system unlike those who protest their opposition in a 

nonviolent way, such as the elderly man whom Lyle sees almost every single day 

“standing outside Federal Hall” holding “a homemade sign over his head, sometimes 

whole afternoons” (DeLillo, 1991: 13). The sign, which is “political in nature” (loc. 

cit.), bears the heading “Recent History of the Workers of the World” (Ibid., p. 151) 

followed by handwritten information about the suffering and injustice inflicted on 

workers since the rise of capitalism. A clear indication of the futility of the 

signholder’s peaceful protest is the fact that the passers-by do not “give the man and 

his sign – familiar sights after all – more than a cursory glance” (DeLillo, 1991: 13), 

Lyle included, at least until the moment he decides to speak to the man, whereupon 

he learns that the man has been holding the sign for eighteen years, a ridiculously 

long time that highlights the utter futility of his effort. In Lyle’s eyes, the signholder, 

whom he regards as “a theoretical enemy of the state” (Ibid., p. 150), is not one of 

the outsiders in the district, instead, “he [is] in context here, professing clearly his 

opposition” (Ibid., p. 28).  

         It could be argued that Lyle’s involvement with the terrorists, the self-

proclaimed outsiders and enemies of the system, “these total crazies from the straight 

world’s point of view” (DeLillo, 1991: 101), casts doubts on his own place within 

the system even though from the outset, there is no mistaking that Lyle’s 

involvement is merely play and that he has no intention of abdicating his secure 

position as an insider. Nevertheless, Lyle’s flirtation with leftist terrorists provides 

him with an insight into the outsiders’ viewpoint on the multinational capitalistic 

society wherein the Stock Exchange emerges as “the brain and nerve-center of the 

system” (Baudrillard, 2003: 41) that should be destroyed at all costs. Although it is 

evident that “Lyle displays almost no interest in the terrorists’ hatred of capitalist 

abstraction and electronic money” (Johnston, 1998: 175), he does seem to 

comprehend their reasons for targeting the Stock Exchange, as evident from the 

following dialogue between Lyle and Marina, where, in reply to Lyle’s inquiry as to 

“why exactly you chose the Exchange to hit” (DeLillo, 1991: 106), Marina gives full 

vent to her bitter hatred of global capitalism, stressing that what they want to do 

above all else is 
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                        “[...]  to disrupt their system,  the idea of  worldwide money.  It’s this system  

                          that we believe  is their secret power. It  all goes  floating  across  that  floor.  

                          Currents of  invisible life. This is the center of their existence. The electronic  

                          system.  The waves and charges.  The green numbers on the board.  [...]  Not  

                          the bulk of  all that  money.  The  system itself,  the current.  [...]  It was  this  

                          secret of theirs that we wanted to destroy, this invisible power. It’s all in that  

                          system,  bip-bip-bip-bip,  the  flow  of  electric  current  that  unites  moneys,  

                          plural, from all over the world. Their greatest strength, no doubt of that. [...]  

                          I’m determined to  use  this chance we have. To cause serious damage  at the  

                          Exchange,  at  this  one  place of  all  places in the world,  will be a  fantastic  

                          moment.” 

                          “Attack the idea of their money.” 

                          “Do you believe in the value of that?” 

                          “I  do  actually.  The system. The secret currents. Make it  appear a little less 

                          inviolable. It’s  their greatest strength [...]  and to incapacitate it, even briefly  

                          would be to loose every kind of demon.” (DeLillo, 1991: 107, 183) 

 

 

         Marina’s words elucidate the fact that in striking at the Stock Exchange, the 

terrorists are actually striking at the heart of the postmodern multinational capitalistic 

system it represents, their aim being not merely to cause physical destruction, but to 

attack “the idea of worldwide money,” what Lyle, following Marina, calls “the secret 

currents” circulating inside the Exchange. Thus, the dialogue between Lyle and 

Marina sheds light on the symbolic dimension of the terrorist attack on the Exchange 

in a way that resonates with Jean Baudrillard’s idea that it is this symbolic dimension 

of terror rather than the actual violence itself that is particularly disruptive to the 

system. In his book, The Spirit of Terrorism (2002) published in the aftermath of the 

terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, Baudrillard 

highlights the fact that the twin towers of the World Trade Center were a symbolic 

target which represented “a whole Western value system and a world order” 

(Baudrillard, 2003: 37) and that while “the architectural object was destroyed” in the 

terrorist attacks, “it was the symbolic object that was targeted and which it was 

intended to demolish” (Ibid., p. 44). According to Baudrillard, the collapse of the 

towers, which were the embodiments of global power, had a great symbolic impact, 

namely “the symbolic collapse of a whole system” (Ibid., p. 8), which far exceeded 

the impact of the actual physical destruction caused by the attack: 

 

                        The  collapse of  the  towers is the  major symbolic event.  Imagine they  had  

                          not  collapsed,  or only one had collapsed, the effect would not have been the  
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                          same at all.  The fragility of  global power would not have been so strikingly  

                          proven. [...]  Neither  politically,  nor  economically  did the  abolition of  the  

                          twin  towers put the global system in check – something else is at issue here:  

                          the stunning impact of the attack, the insolence of  its success and as a result,  

                          the loss of credibility, the collapse of the image. (Baudrillard, 2003: 44, 82) 

 

 

         The attack on the twin towers, as Baudrillard argues, was a symbolic event that 

had the intended effect of eroding the credibility of global power by showing it to be 

neither inviolable nor infallible. Baudrillard contends that “the worst thing for global 

power is not to be attacked or destroyed, but to be humiliated” (Baudrillard, 2003: 

101); in other words, “to be made to lose face” (Ibid., p. 26). This is the very idea 

Lyle gives voice to when he tells Marina that the attack on the Stock Exchange will 

make the system “appear a little less inviolable”, which would subsequently “loose 

every kind of demon” (DeLillo, 1991: 183). Thus, the fictional terrorist plot in 

Players, written almost a quarter of a century before the September 11 attacks – and 

in a wholly different global political landscape
6
 – “anticipat[es] the day when the 

World Trade Center would itself become a terrorist target” (Cowart, 2003a: 46-47) 

by providing an insight into why certain places are more likely to be targeted by 

terrorists due to their symbolic significance. According to Baudrillard, “the more 

concentrated the system becomes globally, ultimately forming one single network, 

the more it becomes vulnerable at a single point” (Baudrillard, 2003: 8) and both the 

World Trade Center and the New York Stock Exchange are such points that make 

prominent targets in the eyes of the terrorists. “I amuse myself by thinking they have 

a master plan to eliminate prominent targets,” once Marina jokingly tells Lyle, “to go 

underground” (DeLillo, 1991: 109), that is why she is in a hurry to carry out the 

attack on the Stock Exchange, “before they decide to close it down for their own 

purposes” (DeLillo, loc. cit.). The fact that the real power of terrorism resides in its 

symbolic dimension brings another factor into play, namely the media, since the 

terrorists depend on the media to publicize their attacks. Kinnear gives voice to this 

idea when he denounces the terrorist plot to blow up the Exchange as 

 

                                                 
6
 Players is set in the late 1970s during the Cold War and the terrorists in question are leftist radicals 

whereas the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center, which took place after the end of the Cold 

War, were carried out by Islamic fundamentalists. 
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                        another  media  event.  Innocent  people  dead  and  mutilated. Toward  what  

                          end?  Publicize  the  movement, that’s all. Media again. They want coverage.  

                          Public interest. They want to dramatize. (DeLillo, 1991: 180) 

 

 

         Kinnear’s words attest to the fact that “terrorism would be nothing without the 

media” (Baudrillard, 2003: 31) since a terrorist act that does not have media 

coverage can hardly produce the same impact as one that does. As Baudrillard puts 

it, “the media are part of the event, they are part of the terror” (Baudrillard, loc. cit.) 

in that they unwittingly aid and abet terror by publicizing it, thus playing a great role 

in its becoming a more entrenched part of our postmodern, media-saturated society.  

         Players is not the only DeLillo novel which engages the theme of terrorism; in 

fact, from the cult murderers in The Names, to the Maoist terrorists in Mao II, from 

the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in Libra to the September 11 attacks 

in Falling Man, “terror floats across the deceptively shiny surfaces of Don DeLillo’s 

fiction” (Scanlan, 2001: 19), thus reminding us that we are living in a world haunted 

by terror, a world “where everything can turn out to be part of a terror scheme” 

(Bloom, 2007: 540), or better, a vast conspiracy involving not only terrorist 

organizations, but also multinational business corporations and government bureaus. 

Evidently, “DeLillo has thought a lot about conspiracies and kindred operations 

(military and industrial episonage, secret plans and schemes, covert criminal and 

terrorist activities) that flourish in” (Aaron, 1999: 70) a postmodern climate, and his 

novels, Players included, more often than not, leave us with the feeling that history is 

manipulated by conspiratorial forces behind our backs. It should be pointed out, 

however, that Don DeLillo is by no means the only American author to take an 

active interest in conspiracy theory; in fact, even a quick glance at the narratives of 

conspiracy that have flourished after the 1960s – such as Thomas Pynchon’s novels 

The Crying of Lot 49 (1966) and Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) and William Gibson’s 

science fiction novel Neuromancer (1984) to name but a few – suffices to lay bare 

the extent to which preoccupation with conspiracy is a general tendency among 

authors in the postmodern age. For Jameson, the interest in conspiracy theory can be 

traced to the economic underpinnings of the late capitalist society, specifically to the 

sense of disorientation symptomatic of postmodern experience in the world of 

multinational capitalism: “Jameson argues that this postmodern motif of the 
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incomprehensively complex network, which the individual can neither understand 

nor control, is a cultural expression of the complex global network of economic 

relations that constitute world capitalism” (Ferretter, 2006: 17) in the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries.  

         Players, which is deemed as “DeLillo’s early venture in the conspiracy thriller” 

(McClure, 1999: 103), abounds with mysterious allusions to “mazes, covert 

procedures, strange, strange, strange relationships and links” (DeLillo, 1991: 181), 

which serve to convey the feeling that people are unwitting victims caught in the web 

of a vast conspiracy, i. e. “a vast criminal enterprise that encompasses capitalist 

corporations, criminal entrepreneurs, corrupt governments” (McClure, 1999: 106). It 

can be said that in Players, the theme of conspiracy is personified in a single 

character, namely J. Kinnear, who is depicted as a shadowy figure involved in a 

myriad of political intrigues and strange relationships with people who have played a 

pivotal role in the secret history of the world, such as Lee Harvey Oswald, the 

assassin of President John F. Kennedy. At one point in the novel, Kinnear delivers a 

lecture on the intricacies of conspiracy where he describes the government as “every 

bit as corrupt and manipulative as the terror organizations it is ostensibly dedicated to 

destroying” (Ibid., p. 108): 

 

                        Our  big  problem  in  the  past,  as  a  nation,  was  that  we  didn’t  give  our  

                          government credit  for  being  the totally  entangling  force that it was.  They  

                          were  even  more  evil   than  we’d  imagined.  More   evil  and   much  more  

                          interesting.    Assassination,    blackmail,    torture,    enormous    improbable  

                          intrigues. [...]  Terribly, terribly interesting, all of  it. Cameras, microphones,  

                          so forth. [...]  Behind  every  stark fact we encounter layers of ambiguity. [...]  

                          This  haze  of  conspiracies  and   multiple  interpretations.  [...]  What  really  

                          happened?  [...]  Why  does this autopsy  report  differ from that one?  Was it  

                          one  bullet  or  more?   Who  erased  the   tapes?  Was  so-and-so’s  death  an  

                          accident or murder? How did organized crime get involved  –  who  let  them  

                          in?  How  deeply are the corporations involved in this or that mystery, this or  

                          that   crime,  these   murders,  these  programs  of   systematic  torture?  Who  

                          ordered  these  massive  surveillance  programs?  Who wrote the anonymous  

                          letters?  Why  did  these  witnesses  drop  out of  sight? Where  are  the files?  

                          Where  are   the  missing  bullet  fragments?  Did  this  suspect  work  for the  

                          intelligence  service  or  didn’t  he?  Why  do these four eyewitness accounts  

                          clash so totally? (DeLillo, 1991: 104-105) 
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         In Kinnear’s account, the government, the police, the intelligence service, all of 

which are institutions that are supposed to combat terrorists and uncover criminal 

plots, are themselves portrayed as conspiratorial forces spinning sinister webs of 

intrigue involving blackmail, torture, assassination. “Today there’s just one terrorist 

network and one police apparatus,” Kinnear goes on to explain, “thing is they 

sometimes overlap” (DeLillo, 1991: 116), thus stressing the fact that “in their 

shadowy collusions and symmetries, the terrorists and the police become 

indistinguishable” (Johnston, 1998: 176). Hence, Kinnear depicts a vision of a world 

where “the public institutions of a rationalizing age have metastasized into sinister 

but alluring webs of mystery” (McClure, 1999: 104) and where it is literally 

impossible to see through the “haze of conspiracies” (DeLillo, 1991: 104) that 

surround specific events. The deluge of questions that follows serve to highlight the 

fact that conspiracy theories proliferate in an atmosphere of uncertainty, where it is 

not possible to reach a definitive interpretation of a given situation, to peel off the 

“layers of ambiguity” (DeLillo, loc. cit.) and uncover the truth. Kinnear goes on to 

argue that there is no way of knowing for sure what actually happened on the day 

George Sedbauer was killed, for the event is open to multiple interpretations that can 

neither be proved nor disproved. Then he begins to list some of the different 

scenarios that could have taken place, scenarios that contradict the established story 

that George was killed by Rafael Vilar while trying to prevent him from planting a 

bomb inside the Exchange. What if, Kinnear ventures, it was George himself who 

was trying to plant the bomb and not Rafael Vilar, who was merely “a police 

operative, or better an extremist who turned” (DeLillo, 1991: 119), or what if it was 

not Rafael Vilar who killed George, after all, but somebody else altogether. Perhaps, 

Kinnear suggests, 

 

                        there  was  a  second  gunman.   It  was  bullet  or  bullets  from  this  second  

                          gunman’s gun that killed George. Not only that but he made it into the street.  

                          If  I recall,  early reports mentioned a chase through the streets.  [...]  And for  

                          quite a while the police had trouble identifying the killer. (Ibid., p. 118) 

 

 

         The alternative scenarios offered by Kinnear, consisting of half-truths and 

blank spaces filled by the imagination, are reflective of the absence of certitude 
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which is the defining feature of the postmodern condition in that they foreground the 

impossibility of attaining objective knowledge and ascertaining the truth about a 

specific event. Kinnear’s speculations on the murder of George Sedbauer, which 

focus on the uncertainty about the number of shots fired and the identity of the 

murderer, are reminiscent of the endless speculations triggered by the assassination 

of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, an event of epic scope that has spawned 

countless conspiracy theories, involving, as DeLillo puts it in the introduction to 

Libra, his novel about the Kennedy assassination, “complex motives, nitwit theories, 

foreign countries, domestic intelligence agencies, criminal organizations, law 

enforcement bureaus and a sense of the secret manipulation of history” (DeLillo, 

2006: viii). For DeLillo, the Kennedy assassination is more than a momentous 

national tragedy, it is a turning point in American culture and history that marks the 

loss of the grip on reality. In an interview conducted after the publication of Libra in 

1988, DeLillo says that: 

 

                        As  the  years have flowed  away  from  that point,  I think we’ve all come to  

                          feel that what’s  been missing over these past twenty-five  years is a sense of  

                          a manageable reality.  Much of that feeling can be traced to that one moment  

                          in   Dallas.  We  seem   much   more  aware of   elements   like   randomness,  

                          ambiguity  and  chaos  since  then.  A  character  in   the  novel  describes the  

                          assassination as  “an aberration in the heartland of the real.”  We still haven’t  

                          reached any  consensus on the specifics of the crime: the number of gunmen,  

                          the number of shots,  the location of  the shots, the number of wounds on the  

                          President’s body  – the list goes on and on. [...] So, from the initial impact of  

                          the  visceral  shock,  I think  we’ve  developed a much more deeply unsettled  

                          feeling about our grip on reality. (DeLillo in DeCurtis, 1999: 48) 

 

 

         According to DeLillo, the Kennedy assassination, which has remained “an 

enduring mystery” (DeLillo, 2006: xii) spawning myriads of conspiracy theories that 

still continue to thrive in the popular imagination, epitomizes the postmodern ethos 

of indeterminacy, uncertainty, ambiguity, confusion, randomness and chaos. The fact 

that the assassination continues to arouse interest up to this day illustrates the 

fascination conspiracy theory holds for the postmodern subject, which, as Jameson 

notes, may be explained in terms of the disorienting impact of postmodern 

groundlessness and the subsequent demise of the sense of reality, which lead people 

to seek consolation in conspiracy. Since conspiracy theories, however far-fetched 



 177 

they may be, presuppose “one pre-established design” (Aaron, 1999: 80), they satisfy 

the human need for an overarching narrative, a masterplan structured according to a 

certain logic. In effect, a world teeming with paranoid conspiracies, secret links and 

interconnections is more comforting than a totally meaningless and incommensurable 

one so that when everything “is layered in ambiguity, faith in conspiracy theory can 

be very comforting: a stay against chaos and a support for an ‘ordering instinct’” 

(Ibid., p. 70). So, “DeLillo’s characters’ awareness that they are objects of systems of 

knowledge hidden from them is, in one sense, what Fredric Jameson [...] calls the 

consolation of paranoia” since “a paranoid world is the opposite of an absurd and 

meaningless one” (Douglas, 2002: 108). As Jameson notes, by furnishing a totalizing 

framework within which seemingly contingent and disparate events can be 

interconnected, conspiracy theory functions as a way of overcoming disorientation in 

a world of vast networks of multinational corporations whose machinations are 

beyond the individual’s grasp. “I sense you are enjoying this,” Kinnear tells Lyle 

towards the end of his lecture on conspiracy, “you need this don’t you? A sense of 

structure. A logical basis for further exposition.” (DeLillo, 1991: 106). In this regard, 

Lyle’s involvement with the terrorists can be interpreted in terms of an attempt on his 

part “to connect with what is always imagined as some vast conspiracy of episonage 

and terror” and “to understand the big picture” (Cowart, 2003a: 46), namely the 

global totality of the multinational capitalistic world as well as his own place in it. In 

short, postmodern subjects are prone to invent conspiracy theories so as to fill the 

emptiness created by the absence of certitude, to establish links and connections 

where none seem to exist, seeking coherence in “some grand and masterful scheme” 

(McClure, 1999: 114). One of the reviewers of DeLillo, John A. McClure, has 

pointed out that conspiracy theory fulfils a function similar to that of religion: 

 

                        Conspiracy theory  [...]  replaces  religion  as a means of  mapping the world  

                          without  disenchanting it,  robbing it  of  its mystery.  For  conspiracy  theory  

                          explains the world,  as religion does,  without  elucidating it,  by positing the  

                          existence  of   hidden  forces  which  permeate  and  transcend  the  realm  of  

                          ordinary life.  It offers  us  satisfactions  similar to those offered by religions.  

                          (Ibid., p. 103) 
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         Thus, McClure stresses that people invent conspiracy theories not merely to 

satisfy the human need for certitude but also to be spared the sombreness of living in 

a totally disenchanted world, for conspiracy theory endows the world with a  sense of 

mysterious wonder by “investing the mechanisms of multinational capitalism with all 

the power and mystery once ascribed to the forces of magicians and gods” (McClure, 

1999: 113). In short, the continuing fascination with conspiracy theory is evidence 

enough to show that amidst “the chilly disciplines, intricacies and entanglements of 

the new multinational order” (Ibid., p. 115), the postmodern subject seeks respite 

from disorientation in the consolations of conspiracy in a last-ditch attempt “to fill 

the emptiness of a world without God” (Ibid., p. 113), without truth, without the 

slightest hint of certitude. 
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                                       CONCLUSION 

 

         This study has conducted a thorough analysis of two of Don DeLillo’s novels, 

White Noise and Players in order to foreground the ways in which the anatomy of the 

contemporary American society DeLillo presents in these novels closely parallels the 

theoretical writings of Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, 

the three key figures who have been at the forefront of the attempts to theorize the 

postmodern condition. After a brief introduction sketching the central elements of the 

postmodern condition and postmodern theory in general, the present study has set out 

to outline the key ideas of Baudrillard, Lyotard and Jameson, thus providing the 

theoretical framework within which DeLillo’s novels are to be assessed. As such, the 

first chapter presents comprehensive overviews of the basic insights of Baudrillard, 

Lyotard and Jameson into such key aspects of the postmodern condition as the loss 

of the real and the reign of simulation, the rise of the consumer society, the 

unprecedented proliferation of objects and consumer goods, the growing 

predominance of technology, the mass media, advertising industry, information and 

communication technologies, the collapse of the grand narratives of modernity, the 

end of the autonomous individual, the advent of globalisation and multinational 

capitalism, the inexorable expansion of commodification to all realms of life, 

growing homogenization and massification and the effect these developments have 

had upon postmodern subjects.  

         The second chapter of this study, which presents a detailed reading of White 

Noise in the light of the theories of Baudrillard, Lyotard and Jameson, illustrates that, 

in a way that resonates with the theoretical writings on the postmodern, White Noise 

depicts a world dominated by simulations, consumerism, technology and the mass 

media where the ground for the real has disappeared, throwing the disoriented 

individual into a state of extreme confusion and uncertainty. To begin with, White 

Noise highlights the hyperreal character of contemporary American society by 

recurrently addressing the theme of simulation: from the simulacral logic of the 

protagonist Jack Gladney’s academic identity to the scene depicting Jack and his 

colleague Murray’s visit to ‘the most photographed barn,’ from the scenes featuring 
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SIMUVAC, a government agency that simulates evacuations, to the portrayal of the 

ways in which “television disables our capacity for real experience” (Goodheart, 

1999: 122), the novel contains many episodes that highlight the triumph of 

simulation over the real. The detailed reading of White Noise has also demonstrated 

that the novel lays bare the commodity-driven, commodified nature of American 

society by depicting how the Gladneys lead lives immersed in consumerism, 

centered around the shopping mall and the supermarket, where they go to seek a 

sense of well being and happiness rather than physical gratification. Furthermore, 

White Noise, as implied by its title, addresses another major postmodern theme, 

namely information explosion through the media, which is shown to lead not only to 

the “radical loss of meaning” (Baudrillard, 2010: 80) by dissolving all meaning in the 

same flux of indistinguishable media noise, but also to extreme confusion bordering 

on mental recession. Moreover, the novel presents penetrating insights into the fears, 

obsessions and tribulations of postmodern subjects by depicting how, in a world 

deprived of all rational, scientific and religious grounds for truth and value to the 

extent that even nuns do not believe in God, Jack and Babette are completely 

defenseless against their overwhelming fear of death. Finally, it has been emphasized 

that White Noise endorses the postmodern critique of the Enlightenment narrative of 

human emancipation through technoscientific progress by illustrating that advances 

in science and technology have not brought happiness to mankind, but instead 

created even more insidious ways to die as manifested by the toxic chemical spill 

that occurs in Blacksmith. 

         The third chapter focuses on Players, which is shown to encapsulate the 

postmodern notion of the death of the subject and address issues related to the 

question of identity through the depiction of characters who are like hollow figures 

“emptied of substance, lacking coherence and consistency” (Nicol, 2009: 184). It has  

been pointed out that Players highlights the obliteration of individuality in the 

increasingly homogenized late capitalist society, which leaves no room for a unique 

self and private identity. The detailed reading of Players has also demonstrated that 

the novel’s protagonists, Lyle and Pammy Wynant, who strike the reader as utterly 

devoid of emotional, intellectual, spiritual and psychological depth, manifest all the 

pathologies peculiar to the postmodern subject, such as depthlessness, fragmentation, 
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schizophrenia and the waning of affect or emotion. As evident from the title of the 

novel, Lyle and Pammy are not complex individuals with a stable, fixed and coherent 

identity, but ‘players’ who perform different roles in the various dramas they 

incidentally come to take part in without any regard to the possible consequences of 

their actions. Furthermore, it has been illustrated that Players addresses another 

important postmodern theme, i. e. the spatial disorientation experienced by the 

subject in the face of an increasingly complex postmodern hyperspace, which stems 

from the subject’s failure to grasp its own positioning in the multinational capitalistic 

system. Players also sheds light on the ways in which the disoriented postmodern 

subject seeks consolation in conspiracy theory, which satisfies the need for order and 

meaning by establishing links between seemingly unconnected events. Thus, through 

the close readings of White Noise and Players, this study has effectively 

demonstrated that the incisive insights into postmodern social circumstances offered 

by DeLillo in these two novels are in perfect accordance with the ideas delineated by 

Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson that have been outlined 

in the first chapter. 

         Almost three full decades have elapsed since the publication of White Noise in 

1984 and even more so since that of Players in 1977, during which time we have 

witnessed a dramatic escalation in “many of the encroaching and disturbing 

American tendencies that DeLillo examines” (Engles and Duvall, 2006: 1) with great 

precision in these novels, including the inexorable spread of commodification, 

rampant consumerism, people’s growing reliance on consumer products, the 

subsumption of reality by simulation, the constant bombardment of images and 

information disseminated by the mass media, the threatening power of technology, 

the disorienting groundlessness caused by the collapse of the grand narratives of 

modernity, increased homogenization and massification, the obliteration of the self, 

the instability of identity, all of which are symptomatic of the reigning postmodern 

sociocultural conditions. These past few decades have, above all, been marked by the 

unprecedented expansion of the realm of hyperreality along with the advent of the 

internet and ever more intricate computer simulations which have effectively 

superseded television as the ultimate medium of vicarious experience. Nowadays 

millions of people all over the world spend a considerable amount of their time 
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plugged into virtual networks, surfing in cyberspace, and, on the whole, it would not 

be far from the truth to suggest that, in the current age of mass mediation and 

computer simulations, people are more divorced from reality than those who have 

ever lived to the extent that they themselves have come to resemble mere simulacra, 

as Baudrillard, rather dolefully puts it, “we live in this world, which for us has all the 

disquieting strangeness of the desert and of the simulacrum, with all the veracity of 

living phantoms” (Baudrillard, 2010: 153). It is a fact beyond dispute that dramatic 

changes in the social realm inevitably lead to profound transformations in the 

constitution of human subjectivity, which accounts for why postmodernism should 

not be analysed merely as a new sociohistorical configuration but as a broader 

phenomenon involving “the production of postmodern people” (Buchanan, 2006: 

87). This is exactly what Don DeLillo has been doing throughout the course of his 

writing career, which spans over four decades and includes fifteen novels, all of 

which are concerned, to one extent or another, with tracing the plight of the 

postmodern subject.  

         In an article on DeLillo, the eminent critic Tony Tanner once wrote that 

“DeLillo has for a long time been interested in a passage in John Cheever’s journals” 

where Cheever claims that “the task of the American writer is not to describe the 

misgivings of a woman taken in adultery as she looks out the window at the rain” 

(Tanner, 2003: 131) as Gustave Flaubert did in Madame Bovary (1856) in the 

nineteenth century, but rather to describe the crowds at a ballgame, which evidently 

does not please Tony Tanner, who goes on to speak slightingly of DeLillo’s 

fascination with the crowd motif and how his characters, who “seem to aspire to the 

condition of anonymity,” are “just not there at all” (Tanner, 2003: 139). As a matter 

of fact, Cheever’s words, which seem to mirror DeLillo’s own thoughts, can be 

interpreted as a fitting description of how, in the postmodern world, the image of a 

solitary individual in the throes of an inner conflict or a profound emotion has been 

supplanted by the image of the crowds, the masses, into which the individual, to use 

Baudrillard’s term, has imploded. As Fredric Jameson notes, the individual subject 

is, to all intents and purposes, dead, and profound emotions like tumultous passions, 

overwhelming despair, heartfelt grief, or raging inner conflicts, which are reflective 

of emotional and psychological complexity, are things of the past – so are novels 



 183 

which feature such characters. The point that Tanner seems to be missing is that the  

human being is no longer what it used to be in the age of Flaubert; in fact, the 

postmodern subject has increasingly come to resemble White Noise’s Jack Gladney 

or Players’ Lyle and Pammy Wynant, whose defining features are affectlessness, 

depthlessness and inauthenticity. Hopelessly adrift in a more and more disorienting, 

hyperreal world saturated with a proliferation of images and information 

disseminated by the media and mass communication technologies, the postmodern 

subject is, in much the same way as Jack Gladney, plunged into a state of radical 

confusion, which is aggravated by the absence of any stable ground point that can 

furnish a foundation for knowledge, truth or certitude. Hence, desperately unsure of 

its identity and faced with the threat of being reduced to a unidimensional image as 

flat and depthless as the glossy media images that surround it, the postmodern 

subject is capable neither of pursuing a quest for authentic identity  nor of embarking 

on a search for truth or meaning. It is no wonder, therefore, that DeLillo’s novels, 

which depict characters who “perceive the world about them as rushing toward 

oblivion, see order, rationality and meaning as increasingly elusive” (Oriard, 2003: 

7), more often than not, encapsulate “an apocalyptic feel [...] an intimation that our 

world is moving toward greater randomness and dissolution” (DeCurtis, 2003: 66) so 

that, in effect, DeLillo’s novels can be viewed as “the historically fated, prophetic 

narrative of a society driven deathwards, the victim of its own desires and progress” 

(O’Donnell, 2010: 165).  

         Some reviewers of DeLillo, particularly those on the political right,
1
 have 

criticized the author on the grounds that “his vision of America is unmitigatedly 

bleak and sinister,” declaring him to be “a self-proclaimed outsider who holds an 

ostensibly gloomy view of American life and culture”
2
 (Aaron, 1999: 72-73). 

                                                 
1
 Among the harshest critics of DeLillo are the columnists George Will, who has declared DeLillo to 

be “a literary vandal” and “a bad citizen” after the publication of Libra, and Jonathan Yardley, who 

“accuses DeLillo of committing an ideological fiction” (Lentricchia, 1999:  3-4) as well as the critic 

Bruce Bawer, who believes it is DeLillo himself not the society that is “guilty of turning modern 

Americans into xerox copies” (Bawer, 2003: 28). 
2
 One point worth stressing here is that the cultural relevance of DeLillo’s novels is not actually 

limited to American society as DeLillo’s “media right reviewers” (Lentricchia, 1999: 4) seem to 

believe, but applies to a great many contemporary societies since, by now, the majority of the world’s 

population live in one single global culture where there is one single global mass market that spans 

continents so that people watch the same mass-produced films, listen to the same mass-produced 
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DeLillo himself has admitted to having an outsider’s vantage point on American 

society in an interview, saying, “I think I have an idea of what it’s like to be an 

outsider in this society” (DeLillo in DeCurtis, 1999: 50), which is far from surprising 

since successful cultural criticism, first and foremost, entails maintaining a critical 

distance from the object under scrutiny. What is of primary interest for DeLillo, after 

all, is examining contemporary social, political and cultural reality as well as its 

enormous impact on the individual, and if his portrait of American society is a bleak 

one, this is because he refuses to turn a blind eye to “the malaise of postmodern 

culture” (Phillips, 2003: 118): “This is the shape my books take,” DeLillo has said in 

an interview in reply to a question regarding the apocalyptic feel of his novels, 

“because this is the reality I see” (DeLillo in DeCurtis, 1999: 66). As the critic Frank 

Lentricchia has pointed out, the outrage expressed by “DeLillo’s media right 

reviewers” can be interpreted as a proof of “the social power of literature” in that it 

bears witness to “DeLillo’s success in making his writing count beyond the elite 

circle of connoisseurs of postmodernist criticism and fiction” (Lentricchia, 1999: 5). 

Unlike those postmodern writers who produce ahistorical, self-referential, playful 

texts, “DeLillo is, in a way, the novelist as anthropologist, sifting through American 

lives as signifiers of their culture to see what place there is, if any, for the notion of 

the individual and the authentic” (Gray, 2004: 617). One interesting point worth 

mentioning here is that “DeLillo writes with a [critical] spirit that Jameson explicitly  

sees as disqualified in postmodernism” (Duvall, 2006: 124), one of whose defining 

characteristics, Jameson notes, is the abolition of critical distance. The exemption of 

DeLillo’s novels from “the ahistoricism and  pastiched depthlessness often 

associated with postmodernism” (Millard, 2000: 131) does not, by any means, 

contradict the fact that depthlessness and loss of critical distance are, indeed, the 

dominant features of postmodern cultural productions, which, however, is not to say 

that there cannot be any exceptions to the rule.
3
 In effect, DeLillo’s novels, which 

are, more than anything else, born out of an attempt “to reestablish contact with the 

                                                                                                                                          
music, shop from the same department stores, eat at the same fast food chains, buy the same consumer 

products be they in New York, or in Istanbul, or in Hong Kong. 
3
 Jameson himself makes allowances for the fact that not all cultural productions created today 

manifest the dominant features of postmodernism, such as depthlessness and lack of critical distance, 

to exactly the same degree, saying: “I am very far from feeling that all cultural production today is 

‘postmodern’ in the broad sense I will be conferring on this term” (Jameson, 2009: 6). 
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basic human values and virtues that are threatened by” (Oriard, 2003: 7) postmodern 

society, serve to contribute to the revivification of literature’s social mission by 

illustrating that literature, against all odds, still has the power to impact the social 

world.  

         It used to be the latest fad among a great many American writers and literary 

critics in the late 1960s to proclaim, with an air of haughty disdain, the end of the 

novel as we know it and the advent of a new kind of fiction typified by self-

reflexivity, self-referentiality, intertextuality and playfulness – as if writers of 

literature had nothing more substantial to do than to retell age-old stories with stylish 

embellishments in order to offer their readers ephemeral pleasures akin to those 

associated with a light-hearted visit to the funhouse. However, the trajectory 

followed by American literature thereafter has effectively proved the reverse, namely 

that contrary to the expectations of literary connoisseurs, literature has not severed its 

ties to the world outside the text. DeLillo’s oeuvre, by itself, is evidence enough to 

prove that fiction today is as relevant as ever to the social world, for from his earliest 

novel Americana (1971) to his latest, Point Omega (2010), DeLillo’s artistic vision 

has continuously been informed by the prevailing postmodern sociocultural 

conditions, the very same phenomena that postmodern theorists such as Jean 

Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson have grappled with 

throughout the past few decades. As the critic Frank Lentricchia puts it, “in the 

context of recent American fiction, the reading of DeLillo’s writing is an experience 

of overwhelming cultural density – these are novels that could not have been written 

before the mid-1960s” (Lentricchia, 1999: 6). In fact, “DeLillo writes so incisively of 

the textures of postmodern experience, of daily life in the midst of images, 

commodities and conspiracies” (Maltby, 2003: 65) that his novels have been 

compared to works of cultural criticism, which bears witness to the sharpness of 

DeLillo’s critical vision as well as the cultural relevance of his works, which 

“breathe a kind of historical essence” and “catch what he has described as the 

movements or feelings in the air and the culture around us” (Aaron, 1999: 81). 

Consequently, the striking parallels between the vision of the contemporary world 

presented by DeLillo and the theoretical writings of postmodern theorists laid bare 

throughout this dissertation not only suffice to prove that DeLillo is a successful 
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pathologist of the postmodern condition, but also that literary and theoretical 

undertakings are two sides of the same equation since they are both born out of the 

attempt to comprehend, explain and reflect upon the lived experience of people.  
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