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Abstract 

 This dissertation examines novels that use terrorism to allegorize the threatened position 

of the literary author in contemporary culture.  Allegory is a term that has been differently 

understood over time, but which has consistently been used by writers to articulate and construct 

their roles as authors.  In the novels I look at, the terrorist challenge to authorship results in 

multiple deployments of allegory, each differently illustrating the way that allegory is used and 

authorship constructed in the contemporary American novel. 

 Don DeLillo‘s Mao II (1991), first puts terrorists and authors in an oppositional pairing.  

The terrorist‘s ability to traffic in spectacle is presented as indicative of the author‘s fading 

importance in contemporary culture and it is one way that terrorism allegorizes threats to 

authorship.  In Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock (1993), the allegorical pairing is between the text 

of the novel and outside texts – newspaper reports, legal cases, etc. – that the novel references and 

adapts in order to bolster its own narrative authority.  Richard Powers‘s Plowing the Dark (1999) 

pairs the story of an imprisoned hostage, craving a single book, with employees of a tech firm 

who are creating interactive, virtual reality artworks.  Focusing on the reader‘s experience, 

Powers‘s novel posits a form of authorship that the reader can take into consideration, but which 

does not seek to control the experience of the text.  Finally, I look at two of Paul Auster‘s twenty-

first century novels, Travels in the Scriptorium (2007) and Man in the Dark (2008), to suggest 

that the relationship between representations of authors and terrorists changed after 9/11.  

Auster‘s author-figures forward an ethics of authorship whereby novels can use narrative to 

buffer readers against the portrayal of violent acts in a culture that is suffused with traumatizing 

imagery.     
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 The End of Postmodernism? 

 This project was born out of an interest in the transformation of conceptions, 

representations and practices of authorship and a hunch that, in the years following 1989, a 

confluence of historical factors including the end of the Cold War, burgeoning technological 

revolution and the impact of academic codifications of postmodernism, contributed to the 

evolution of American authorship.  Interest in theorizations of authorship, sparked by legal 

scholars in the early 1990s, has since seen a resurgence in contemporary scholarship‘s concern 

with issues of identity, celebrity, and the role of the intellectual.  The problems surrounding 

authorship, copyright law and technology have subsequently exploded out into a culture where 

different forms of reappropriation and digital reproduction have come to change the role of 

cultural products and present day conceptions of authorship. 

 One of the goals of this project is to focus on authorship not just as a cultural category, 

but as a position that is constructed in the text through allegory.  A turn to allegorical 

representations of authorship in contemporary literature shows the ways in which the very modes 

of representation, the function of allegory in the contemporary period, enact a form of structural 

mimesis.  In other words, the modes of allegorical representation that construct authority in the 

text function like the social authorizing structures outside of the text, from legal mechanisms 

surrounding copyright, to the public reception of the author as celebrity, the political relevance of 

authorial critique, and so forth.  In each of the following chapters, this relationship will be 

examined, not with the aim of demonstrating the inexhaustible complexity of multifarious 
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constructions of authorship, but in providing suggestive evidence that the historical period that 

would seem to be gradually replacing postmodernism may be characterized by the forms that 

articulate the relationship between authors and texts. 

 What has become clear in the past decade or so is that any desire to continue the project 

of defining the qualities of a postmodern aesthetic and the rough contours of our own 

postmodernity has fallen upon an all too postmodern cynicism and boredom, the product of which 

is an often articulated sense that postmodernism has come to an end.  This has been coupled with 

the inability to articulate a single convincing term defining the present that is able to capture the 

imagination of even critics, never mind the lay culture.   

 In working with relatively contemporary American novels, it is not the goal of this 

project to risk contributing to a list whose most promising entry has been the most unpromising 

―post-postmodernism‖ or to add to the myriad essay collections, monographs and articles with 

titles like Postmodernism and Beyond, The End of Postmodernism, and innumerable  ―after 

postmodernisms.‖
1
  This is not to say that there is not important work being done in an attempt to 

define the present moment.  Stephen J. Burn argues for what he calls the post-postmodern novel 

in which 

[p]ost-postmodernism explicitly looks back to, or dramatizes its roots within, 

postmodernism. [… There is] the kind of ambition to produce an encyclopaedic 

masterwork that I identified earlier in this chapter as a characteristic impulse within 

postmodernism. [... Secondly,] [p]ost-postmodern novels are informed by the 

postmodernist critique of the naïve realist belief that language can be a true mirror of 

                                                      

1
 The two specific titles referred to above are Martin Amis: Postmodernism and Beyond edited by 

Gavin Keulks (2006) and Stephen J. Burn‘s Jonathan Franzen and the End of Postmodernism 

(2008). 
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reality, and yet they are suspicious of the logical climax to this critique: Derrida‘s famous 

statement that ―there is nothing outside the text.‖ (19-20) 

 This definition of an aesthetic of the post-postmodern is one that is largely compatible 

with the novels covered in this project, but Burn‘s defining qualities could equally be thought of 

as the product of a ―long postmodernism‖ that is aware of its own history.  However, as John 

Frow (Time and Commodity Culture 1997) rightly points out, the real problem in thinking about 

the end of postmodernism has to do with the subject itself, what he calls 

the problem of periodization.  There are two initial aspects of this.  The first is that the 

concept of period has a totalizing force [...] the coherence of the period is preserved 

despite its uneven realization. 

 The second aspect of the problem involves the scope and boundaries of the 

concept of postmodernism.  Here the difficulty is that some of the most influential 

periodizations deal with radically incompatible objects. (28-29) 

In other words, deciding on the beginning and the end of postmodernism, fully periodizing it, 

requires the ―totalizing force,‖ the writing of the kind of grand-narrative of which postmodernism 

is sceptical. 

 For those looking for historical events to be the echoing shot of the starter‘s pistol, the 

end of the Cold War and 9/11 have been suggestive starting points and indeed, this study is 

inflected with a sense that these historical landmarks have impressed their treads into the culture‘s 

soil; however, it is not the goal of this project to engage in an attempt  at periodizing the uncertain 

present.  Indeed, it may be premature to do so.  Any study engaging with postmodernity at the 

present moment can do little more than be aware of the ways in which it is fading into the sepia-

tone of the past.  Those looking for the definitive end fundamentally misunderstand the messiness 
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of any effort at periodization.  And so, what can be productively done and what this study hopes 

to do is to be aware of the postmodern inheritance of the novels in the subsequent chapters, but 

not to expect them to spend it entirely.  If, as Benjamin Kunkel argues, one of the defining 

qualities of the novels of the first decade of the twenty-first century has been a self-conscious 

traditionalism (―Letter to Norway‖ 2010), then it seems fair to say that American fiction of the 

past twenty years has been an extended period of self-reflection.  It has begun to articulate its 

relationship to the past, but has not yet written the manifestoes that will define its future.  In its 

way, the very concept of a self-conscious traditionalism harkens back to some of the first major 

postmodern authors.  What is John Fowles‘s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) if not 

exactly this, an exercise in self-consciousness all the while following the conventions of the 

Victorian novel?  And so, if literature is the mirror of our time, whether the fog on it is a dying 

breath or a first one does not change the fact that the life and death of periods only obscure the 

glass.  What this current project is invested in is not to dwell on the divide between two brief 

periods of American fiction making – the terrorist novel and the post 9/11 novel – but rather to 

point to the ways in which these forms of cultural production are just as continuous as they are 

contiguous.   

 What then does it mean to refer to these novels as postmodern?  In the introductory essay 

to the collection Postmodernism and Its Discontents (1988), E. Ann Kaplan suggests that one can 

―differentiate what may be called a ‗utopian‘ postmodernism (which moves in a Derridean 

direction) from a commercial or ‗co-opted‘ one (which moves in a Baudrillardean direction)‖ (3).  

Kaplan summarizes that for its writers, ―co-opted‖ postmodernism is 

linked to the new stage of multinational, multiconglomerate consumer capitalism, and to 

all the new technologies this stage has spawned.  This postmodernism is described as 
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radically transforming the subject through its blanketing of culture.  Inside is no longer 

separate from outside; private cannot be opposed to public space; high or avant-garde 

culture no longer stands in stark contrast to the all-consuming popular.  Technologies, 

marketing and consumption have created a new, unidimensional universe from which 

there is no escape and inside which no critical position is possible.  There is no ‗outside,‘ 

no space from which to mount a critical perspective.  We inhabit, on this account, a world 

where the television screen has become the only reality, where the human body and the 

televisual machine are all but indistinguishable. (4-5) 

The novels I discuss may be said to subscribe to the postmodernism of co-option, or rather the 

texts that I am analyzing are working through the problems caused by operating within this 

context.  Each of these novels operates in a recognition of this totalized world view, but they also 

entertain fantasies of an ―outside,‖ a private self uninfluenced by its relationship with the public.  

One way in which this is manifest is in the representations of terrorists and the Middle East as in 

some way the outside, critical perspective that authors, co-opted by postmodern culture cannot be, 

or offer. 

 In a reappraisal of his own theorizations of postmodernism, Brian McHale (―tense‖ 

2007), offers a middle ground solution whereby postmodernization is a process that occurs at 

different rates in different places, if at all: 

Just as the world‘s regions are in some respects out of synch with each other, so too are 

different cultural domains even within the same region. Not every domain 

―postmodernizes‖ itself, and even the ones that do, don‘t all do it at the same time or in 

the same way. Some fields postmodernize sooner, others later, after a lag, others not at 

all. There is no a priori reason to assume that ―postmodernism‖ means the same thing 
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from one domain to the next, that it is one and the same everywhere. This is because, 

even if it is driven by the (presumably uniform) ―cultural logic‖ of a historical moment, 

cultural change is also driven by the internal dynamics of specific fields, differing from 

field to field. (―tense‖) 

McHale‘s idea that postmodern writers can be aware of the unevenness of postmodernization 

while operating from within postmodernism as a cultural dominant seems compatible with Linda 

Hutcheon‘s understanding of the politics of postmodernism.  For Hutcheon, although ―the 

postmodern has no effective theory of agency that enables a move into political action, it does 

work to turn its inevitable ideological grounding into a site of a de-naturalizing critique […] 

postmodernism works to ‗de-doxify‘ our cultural representations and their undeniable political 

import‖ (3; 2002).  In other words, postmodern novels, what Hutcheon calls ―postmodern 

historiographic metafiction[,] merely foregrounds this inherent paradox [that it is both fictional 

and worldly] by having its historical and socio-political grounding sit uneasily alongside its self-

reflexivity‖ (14).  By using terrorism to allegorize issues of authorship, these novels parody the 

author in Hutcheon‘s sense of the term, both legitimizing the role of the author and subverting 

that role by showing it to be co-opted in postmodern culture.  What makes Hutcheon‘s 

formulation of this politics of postmodernism so attractive is that its reconciliation of textual 

practice and historical context performs the same bridging work needed in studies of authorship, 

which too often are either overly theoretical considerations of issues like intentionality or 

essentially historical archaeologies of the author as a social category.  

1.2 How American Authorship is Studied 

 Indeed, it is possible to separate studies of authorship into two distinct camps:  Barthesian 

and Foucauldian.  Barthesian studies of authorship that are grounded in theorizations of 
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interpretation and Foucauldian studies which focus on the historical development of authorship as 

a profession.  Neither Roland Barthes with his essay ―The Death of the Author‖ (1977), nor 

Michel Foucault with his essay ―What Is an Author?‖ (1969) can be credited with founding either 

methodology, but as representative of two poles in the spectrum of studies of authorship, then 

enable a useful distinction.  The goal of this study is to operate somewhere in between these two 

camps in that I am interested in the interrelations between textual practice and historical context. 

1.2.1 Authorship as a Profession 

 Histories of authorship as a profession describe two interrelated areas: publishing and the 

law.  Given that it is not possible to be a professional author unless your intellectual property is 

protected, it is not surprising that these histories are coextensive in the American context, starting 

in the late 18
th
 century alongside Romanticist ideas of the author.  Legal histories of authorship 

tend to see the law as defining what counts as authorship and who counts as an author at a given 

historical moment in America.  The most extreme example of this is David Saunders‘s 

Authorship and Copyright (1992), for whom textual practice is not relevant to this area of study.  

Saunders contends that the ―law of copyright did not change – or become defective – once the 

aesthetic persona and the expressive Romantic author joined the repertoire of available forms of 

life.  The success or failure of that law is not gauged in terms of a capacity to recognize human 

subjectivity in printed commodities.  That is not its object‖ (74).  A second important study, albeit 

one also uninterested in issues of subjectivity in favour of discourse, is Mark Rose‘s Authors and 

Owners: The Invention of Copyright (1993).  Rose sees a greater interplay between law and 

literature, working from the perspective that 

the representation of the author as a creator who is entitled to profit from his intellectual 

labor came into being through a blending of literary and legal discourses in the context of 
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the contest over perpetual copyright. The literary-property struggle generated a body of 

texts—parliamentary records, pamphlets, and legal reports—in which aesthetic and legal 

questions are often indistinguishable. (6) 

It is this body of texts that historians have used to understand the development of American 

authorship.   

 Grantland S. Rice, in his The Transformation of Authorship in America (1997), makes the 

point that ―the debate over how to formulate the nature and purpose of literary activity in legal 

discourse was often seen as a microcosm of the debate over how to figure the character and 

destiny of America in mythic terms‖ (86).  The main focus of his study is the development of 

authorship‘s socio-political resonances in the context of early American writing.  Rice makes the 

argument that authorship, in agreement with Foucault‘s thesis in ―What Is an Author?‖, moves 

from a model whereby authorship is shaped by government coercion towards one where the 

market is the prime mover (5).  And so, for Rice, American authorship is defined by a movement 

toward the freedom of the marketplace and away from a censorship based on the role of 

hermeneutic authority in Protestant America: 

As Sacvan Bercovitch, David Hall, Stephen Greenblatt, and others have pointed out 

directly or indirectly, the so-called intensive reading habits of Protestant culture, far from 

making the relationship between readers and texts one of internalization, may have 

actually worked to accentuate this symmetrical relationship between the interpretation of 

texts and sociopolitical activity in the public realm.  Biblical exegesis was no exercise in 

playful interpretation on the part of private readers; rather, it was a hermeneutical practice 

conducted in public by ―authorized‖ individuals seeking to establish the contiguity 

between the textualized word of God and the social world of man.  Authorship, at least in 
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the way we think of it, as reasonably autonomous individuals expressing sentiments in 

written form to a largely anonymous public, was in this configuration an activity that was 

potentially so incendiary to the church and state that it was certain to bring close scrutiny. 

(31) 

 In other words, American authorship, as Deborah L. Madsen argues is the case with American 

allegory, has its roots in a Protestant culture where authorship was, as Rice argues, initially 

figured as existing entirely in the private sphere due to state censure.  Subsequently, the study of 

authorship is the study of the profession of authors and the interplay between texts and the 

marketplace. 

 The founding figure in this type of study is William Charvat, whose 1968 study The 

Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-1870 understood authorship in the political and socio-

economic context of its time.  It is beyond the scope of this project to write a complete history of 

authorship in America or to comment on the rapidly increasing volume of scholarship on it, but 

these studies generally either align American authorship with the politics of the day as does 

Kenneth Dauber‘s The Idea of Authorship in America:  Democratic Poetics from Franklin to 

Melville (1990), or they see the role of the market as the primary shaper of authorship as in The 

Business of Letters: Authorial Economies in Antebellum America (2008), by Leon Jackson.  The 

final important permutation in authorship studies relates to the rise of mass culture in the late 19
th
 

century and its effect upon the fragmenting brand of the author.  As Marysa Demoor puts it in her 

introductory essay to the collection Marketing the Author: Authorial Personae, Narrative Selves 

and Self-Fashioning, 1880-1930 (2004), authorship was fundamentally conditioned by ―a boom 

time for publishing and advertising, as a mass readership coupled with new printing technologies 

gave rise to a mass culture that was a threat to educated elites, who stigmatised popular authors‖ 
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(2-3).  As authors became aware of the need to position themselves as a particular type of author, 

this led to an increased self-reflexivity.  Kim Becnel, in her The Rise of Corporate Publishing and 

Its Effects on Authorship in Early Twentieth-Century America (2007), argues that 

authors benefited from an increased self-awareness; they were forced to analyze their 

audiences and their own motivations in ways they might not otherwise have, to think 

deeply about their function in society and the image they projected to the public. [...] 

Savvier writers quickly learned the importance of constructing and controlling an 

authorial persona. (3)   

As such, in the post-war years with the rise of popular culture alongside the now very self-

reflexive and self-conscious authors of postmodernist fiction, the persona became as important as 

the work and in many cases also became its subject.  Aleid Fokkema has even described the 

author as ―postmodernism‘s stock character‖ (41; 1999).  As Fokkema points out, ―what is at 

stake now in postmodernism is not the ‗death‘ of the author but how the discursive author can be 

reconciled with a personal author‖ (40).  Studies of American authorship that engage with the 

history of publishing in some ways move toward this goal by situating the practice of individual 

writers alongside a discursive context.  However, theorizations of authorship also must take into 

account authorship, intention and textuality. 

1.2.2 Authorship’s Poststructuralist Inheritance 

 Author figures in contemporary literature are responses to postmodern representations 

and theorizations of authorship.  As such, one cannot overstate the influence of major 

poststructuralist theories about authorship that profoundly questioned the role of the author.  

There have been a number of recent revaluations of the influence of continental philosophy in the 

academy.  This is part of a broader periodizing effort that grapples with both an understanding of 
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postmodernism as a historically bounded term, largely in an attempt to understand a 

contemporary moment of post-postmodernism, however poorly defined or named, and with an 

attempt to categorize what might roughly be termed post-War literature from the supposed 

distance of a new century.  In addition, part of this revaluation of the 1960s has seen critics re-

evaluate poststructuralist claims regarding authorship.  The canonical texts are Michel Foucault‘s 

―What Is an Author?‖ (1969), Roland Barthes‘s ―The Death of the Author‖ (originally published 

in 1968), as well as Jacques Derrida‘s consideration of the subject in Dissemination (1981) and 

Writing and Difference (1978).  Their general and now well accepted point is that meaning is the 

product of the reading process rather than controlled by authorial intentionality.  Barthes 

conceives of the text as writerly, where the reader is the source of textual meaning (reading as a 

form of writing), unlike the readerly text that privileges the author at the expense of the reader 

whose role is not to create meaning, but to uncover it.  Similarly, Derrida, in essays such as 

―Structure, Sign and Play‖ and ―Différance,‖ discerns the generation and dissemination of a text‘s 

polysemous meanings in excess of authorial intention and in homage to the nature of language 

itself.  It is Foucault who marks the ―author‖ as a social construct, or ―author-function,‖ which 

―results from a complex operation whose purpose is to construct the rational entity we call an 

author‖ (1629).  More recent critical efforts, such as Seán Burke‘s The Death and Return of the 

Author (1998), in their challenges to the orthodoxy of Barthes, Foucault and Derrida on the 

question of authorship, point to the need to engage in a theorizing of authorship that goes beyond 

the all too common historical snapshot of authorship, but which at the same time does not ignore 

the specific historical context of any particular gauging of authorship and the rhetorical devices 

through which it is constructed in the text.   
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 In ―Structure, Sign, and Play,‖ Jacques Derrida explores linguistic structures and the 

conflict between the play of the structure and the organizing principle that seeks to limit that play 

(278).  To ground this in ideas about authorship, authorial intentionality is a form of organizing 

principle, the author as the center of the work, that seeks to limit the play of the structure that can 

be brought out in interpretation.  One of Derrida‘s examples of decentering – ―thinking the 

structurality of structure‖ (280) – occurs in his analysis of Claude Lévi-Strauss‘s discussion of 

myth as a kind of co-production, not created by any one author, but an interplay between the text 

and those who receive it (287).  As Derrida puts it, ―[t]he absence of a center is here the absence 

of a subject and the absence of an author‖ (287).  Importantly, for Derrida, what is necessary to 

begin to thing about this structurality of structure, and presumably to think about the role of 

authorship, is an ―event‖ or rupture (278).  Derrida‘s terms here are adaptable to the ways in 

which terrorism comes to allegorize authorship in the novels covered in this project.  The terrorist 

act represents this rupture, which brings the structure of authorship to the fore through the 

representation of author figures in the text.  As Derrida makes clear, ―[t]he event I called rupture, 

the disruption […] presumably would have come about when the structurality of structure had to 

begin to be thought, that is to say repeated, and this is why I said that this disruption was 

repetition in every sense of the word‖ (280).  And so, the rupture of the terrorist act in these 

novels is intimately tied to the repetition of the author in the work as a manifestation of what 

Derrida calls ―the desire for a center in the constitution of structure […] substitutions for this law 

of central presence‖ (280).  The author as center is, as Derrida points out, a contradictory 

formulation because ―the center is, paradoxically, within the structure and outside it‖ (279).  It is 

this interplay between the rupture that illuminates the structure of authorship and the desire to 

embody the authorial presence that contains and disavows its workings. 
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 Whereas Derrida presents a very abstract mode of thinking about the author as the 

paradoxical center of the work, it is Michel Foucault whose influence is most keenly felt in 

contemporary studies of authorship.  His essay, ―What Is an Author?‖, is less concerned with 

authors per se than what he calls the ―author-function,‖ referring to the function of the name of 

the author, which ―characterizes a particular manner of existence of discourse [...] regulated by 

the culture in which it circulates‖ (1627).  What made Foucault‘s approach to the question of 

authorship so compelling, in terms of its influence on subsequent author studies scholarship, was 

that it moved the category of the author outside of the realm of philosophies of interpretation and 

intention towards a historically specifiable object of study whose parameters and functions could 

be defined at any given time.  Although an invaluable addition, what it ultimately obscured was 

the fact that it created an area of study that by definition did not need to deal with the problems of 

interpretation out of which it was born.  This is more problematic for literary conceptions of 

authorship than it is for a sociological methodology that is not bound to the interpretation of texts.  

The question of intentionality is the fundamental link between authorship as a category and 

reading as an interpretive practice.     

 In contrast, Roland Barthes‘s argument in his seminal essay, ―The Death of the Author,‖ 

is essentially about reading practices.  He opposes the interpretive closure, the insistence on ―a 

single ‗theological‘ meaning (the ‗message‘ of the Author-God)‖ (146).  As such, he is against 

deciphering as a metaphor for interpretation, favouring the idea of disentangling the structure of a 

text in such a way that there is no defined limit to interpretation.  His famous statement that ―the 

birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author‖ (148) makes it clear that any 

discussion of authorship is also a stance on interpretation.  It is this fundamental point that 

Foucault‘s essay obscures.  Foucault says as much when he describes the type of analysis that he 
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is doing in ―What Is an Author?‖ as possibly providing ―the basis for a typology of discourse 

[...which] cannot be adequately understood in relation to the grammatical features, formal 

structures, and objects of discourse, because there undoubtedly exist specific discursive properties 

or relationships that are irreducible to the rules of grammar and logic‖ (1635).  However, 

Barthes‘s essay already challenges this statement.  Barthes is saying that the way we think of the 

author as a category of discourse and our own reading practices are ultimately mutually 

informing.  In other words, the grammatical features and formal structures that Foucault identifies 

as inadequate should not be understood as inessential.  One of the goals of this project is to bridge 

this divide between a purely Barthesian approach to reading practices and an essentially 

Foucauldian methodology that privileges the historical nature of specific discourse formations.  

The value of such bridging work is to move toward a coherent conception of authorship that 

incorporates the insights of both of these important theoretical perspectives instead of leaving 

authorship and the author as inchoate terms.  The practice of literary criticism is often organized 

around the category and person of the author.  As such, it is useful to think through the ways in 

which these two theorizations of authorship interrelate, even if they have been able to yield useful 

scholarship on their own terms.    

1.3 A History of Allegory and Authorship 

 In the novels explored in this project, it is allegory that bridges the textual and the social.  

One of the central premises of this project is that the relationship between authorship and 

terrorism in the novels here under consideration is allegorical and the way one comes to 

allegorize the other is of central importance.  Representations of terrorists and terrorism allegorize 

challenges to authorship in contemporary American literature and the particular forms of allegory 

that these authors use can tell us about how authorship functions.  Too often in critical 
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monographs, the way in which a text can be said to allegorize something is rarely articulated.  In 

other words, it is but the first step to convince the reader of the essential relationship between the 

text and that which it allegorizes.  It is just as important to explore the dynamics of this 

relationship: how allegory functions in any given application of the term. 

 Usefully, Paul Smith, in ―The Will to Allegory in Postmodernism‖ (1982), connects 

authorship and postmodernity in such a way as to suggest that allegory is the essential form 

through which postmodern authorship thinks itself: 

If the term ‗postmodern‘ has any sense, other than as a mere label to mark a certain stage 

in a genetic model of the history of the arts, it may be as an index to the reconsolidation 

of the traditional author/audience hierarchy. […] Postmodernism is the era of inflated 

truth, when The Author reappears, speaking allegory about/to himself. […] What, in fact, 

is being named and reinforced in postmodern allegory is the figure of the author. (118- 

119) 

In other words, for Smith, a turn to the dynamics of allegory can help to redeem the author.  This 

is possible because the postmodern employment of self-referentiality extends to allegory, itself a 

form that requires some construction of authorship in order to make sense as a functional 

rhetorical technique.  But to fully contextualize this fundamental interconnection between 

authorship and allegory it is necessary to understand the ambiguities in both the traits of and 

approaches to postmodern allegory that this project must work through.  The following 

paragraphs by no means seek to represent a comprehensive historical account of the deployment 

of allegory.  What I hope to highlight here are the ways in which theorists of allegory see the term 

as importantly contributing to constructions of authorship.  
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 The earliest forms of allegory fall into the category of typology whereby the allegorical 

text, to use Maureen Quilligan‘s terminology, refers to the sacred, often Biblical pretext.  The 

defining traits of allegory are grounded in this relationship between sacred text and allegorical 

text.  It is this temporal structure (in that the pretext is the antecedent of the text), that would 

receive its fullest articulation in Walter Benjamin‘s The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1977).  

But, as Quilligan points out,  ―the pretense of the allegory is that the narrative is not a 

commentary on the pretext, but is its own independent story‖ (133; 1979), and this is the contest 

of authority that underpins all typological allegory; namely, between the authority of the sacred 

pretext and the authority of the allegorist who uses that pretextual authority to construct his or her 

own story.  This connection between divinity and authorship, the way that traditional readings of 

pretextual authorities foreclose the interpretation of the allegorical text, is exactly the form of 

authority that Roland Barthes would famously rail against in his ―Death of the Author,‖ the 

theological closure ordained by the author-god.   

 Over time, the strict connection between the sacred pretext and allegorical text that 

typifies typological writing broadened to include a variety of abstractions as the transcendent 

meaning of an allegory.  These ―personification allegories‖ where individuals stand in for 

abstractions (Virtue, Prudence, etc.) are understood by Quilligan to differ from typology in that 

Typology relies basically on a certain way of understanding the connections between 

specific historical events as recorded in the Bible. Personification allegory relies on the 

reification of language itself, a process which involves the animation of nouns and the 

close scrutiny of the ―things‖ embedded within words by etymology and puns. (115) 

In her Reinventing Allegory (1997), Theresa M. Kelly uses G. W. F. Hegel as the nineteenth-

century figure whose understanding of allegory captures a movement away from its traditional 
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form as exemplified by the ―rigidly abstract‖ Neoclassical usage.  For Kelly, Hegel at times 

assumes ―that allegory is what Neoclassical writers had said it was,‖ but in his work, Kelly 

argues, Hegel ―imagines allegory in two ways: as a rigid system of figural reference and as an 

unstable prolific circulation of external ‗sensuous shapes‘ that overpower or diversify inner, ideal 

content.  Different versions of this hidden ambivalence infiltrate the Romantic preference for 

symbol over allegory‖ (4).  The English literary tradition, influenced by German Romanticism, 

was exemplified by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.  As Jeremy Tambling summarizes, the symbol was 

favoured by the Romantics because it ―conjoined an object to a permanent truth, while allegory 

was seen as arbitrary in the way it linked an abstract concept to a thing‖ (115; 2010).  This 

philosophical-aesthetic distaste for allegory went largely unchallenged in the nineteenth century 

until modernist and late poststructuralist reconceptions would radically divorce it from its 

traditional forms.  

 Walter Benjamin‘s The Origin of German Tragic Drama is the most widely cited 

modernist engagement with allegory.  Tambling summarizes Benjamin‘s three central contentions 

as follows: 

1. That allegory corresponds to a perception of the world in ruins, and is therefore the 

art of the fragment, and the opposite of the symbol, which presupposes the value of 

‗Nature‘ preserving unchanging, complete, identities and values. 

2. That melancholy is the medium through which allegory is discovered and becomes 

significant and readable. 

3. That allegory does not work with the sense of an organic, natural relationship 

between things; but that it questions such a possibility. (110) 
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In his conceiving of allegory as a form opposed to the whole, the essential, and the natural, it is 

not difficult to see why Benjamin‘s engagement with allegory would speak to the concerns of 

later, poststructuralist, thinkers for whom allegory is able to stand in for the never complete act of 

interpretation.  Most suggestive is his image of the ruin and the fragment, which, for him, 

bespoke not only an understanding of the way in which allegory‘s fragmentary nature stands in 

for our inability to ever know the essence of a thing, but that it, in typical modernist fashion, 

describes a significantly temporal relationship.  To perceive the world as a ruin is to see the past 

imperfectly represented in the present.  It places us in an uneasy, melancholic relationship with 

prior authorities.  By figuring the melancholic psychology of allegory as a stance on history, 

Benjamin prefigures mid-century reworkings of allegory that consolidate the critical shift away 

from the type of symbolism that the Romantics espoused toward a psychoanalysis of the 

relationship between present and past authors in the construction of allegory. 

 The two most important mid-twentieth century critical explorations of allegory are 

undoubtedly Edwin Honig‘s The Dark Conceit: The Making of Allegory (1959) and Angus 

Fletcher‘s Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (1964).  Importantly for this project, it is 

with these two works that the relationship between allegory, authority and authorship moves 

away from a purely abstract or Biblical formulation.  For Honig, allegory is a form that works 

with our sense of literary history and―[a]n allegory succeeds when the writer‘s re-creation of the 

antecedent story, subject, or reference is masterful enough to provide his work with a wholly new 

authority‖ (13).  But the allegorist does more than exert his will on literary history, he also 

exemplifies it, creating ―a new or recoverable authority for the creative imagination, an authority 

that often embodies all past formulations‖ (94).  What Angus Fletcher does in his work is to take 

a psychoanalytic approach to this relationship between the allegorist and their textual forebears.  
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For Fletcher, allegory ―appears to express conflict between rival authorities […] At the heart of 

any allegory will be found this conflict of authorities‖ (22).   The conflict inherent in allegory is 

exactly why they can appear abstract; the ―symbolic power struggles‖ they represent are 

consonant with their ―rigid, muscle-bound structures, that follows from their involvement with 

authoritarian conflict‖ (23).  More interesting than this psychological take on the relationship 

between writers and their influences, which would itself be most famously articulated by Harold 

Bloom in his The Anxiety of Influence (1973), is Fletcher‘s insight that allegory‘s structuring of 

literary authority is ultimately about the act of interpretation itself.  That the rigidity of allegory is 

a product of  an authoritarian conflict is a paradigm that likewise directs, commands even, how an 

allegory is to be interpreted.  For Fletcher, ―allegorical works present an aesthetic surface which 

implies an authoritative, thematic, ‗correct‘ reading, and which attempts to eliminate other 

possible readings, they deliberately restrict the freedom of the reader‖ (305).  As Deborah 

Madsen summarizes, Fletcher‘s project ―is based on his notions about the way allegory seeks to 

assert its authority over the interpretive process and the manner in which it treats thematically the 

concept of authority.  He distinguishes modern from earlier forms of allegory by focussing upon 

the modern exaggeration of the influence of social systems upon individuals‖ (America 130; 

1996).  Honig and Fletcher, like Benjamin, focus on allegory as a temporal structure in the 

relationship between the allegorist and his or her antecedents, between text and pre-text.  What is 

novel is that they see in allegory a paradigm for literary creation and interpretation, the 

construction of authority through what would later be termed ―the anxiety of influence‖ and, for 

Fletcher, an attempt to exert authorial control over the interpretation of the text.  What 

poststructuralist thinkers such as Paul de Man were subsequently able to do is to expand 

allegory‘s scope.  Allegory was no longer defined by the strictures of one-to-one correspondence 
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that exemplified the imposition of authorial closure on the text.  Instead, allegory became a 

fundamentally poststructuralist form, embodying the arbitrary relationship of signifier and 

signified, the impossibility of intention ever being fully incorporated into expression. 

 To risk over-simplifying his contribution to thinking about allegory, Paul de Man‘s 

theorizing of the term is representative of the way that allegory has become both theoretically 

broad by standing in for interpretation itself and obscure as a form of literary practice.  Jeremy 

Tambling points out that for  de Man ―allegory not only lacks a referent, but is generated out of a 

sense of the loss of a referent‖ (129).  This includes the inheritance of Benjamin‘s figuration of 

allegory as melancholic, transposed from a stance on the impossibility of fully knowing history to 

an argument that ―allegory recognizes the impossibility, in all writing and speaking, of saying 

what is intended, and of having a single intention, as well as the impossibility of reading what has 

been written‖ (Tambling 129).  As such, it is not difficult to see how the critical history of 

allegory is, at this point, essentially consonant with the critical history of constructions of 

authorship.  For de Man, allegory (saying one thing and meaning another) is fundamental to 

understanding the splitting between intention and interpretation and so is a basic structure for 

thinking about poststructuralist notions of authorship.  In the context of theories of authorship, 

Paul de Man‘s theory of allegory, like Jacques Derrida‘s roughly contemporaneous essay 

―Structure, Sign and Play,‖ go beyond Roland Barthes‘s call in ―The Death of the Author‖ for a 

mode of reading that rejects authorial closure as a matter of interpretation; rather, de Man and 

Derrida suggest that authorial closure is matter of understanding interpretation itself. 

 And yet, in his theory of allegory, de Man is not quite postmodern in his attachment to 

and reworkings of what is, as the title of his central essay on the subject announces to be, a 

―Rhetoric of Temporality‖ (1983).  Deborah Madsen explains that for de Man, ―allegory 
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recognizes the dichotomy which exists between language and experience by revealing what he 

describes as the temporal void, wherein the sign acknowledges its separation from its origin in 

experience‖ (America 138).  This ambivalence about the temporal nature of allegory as both 

separate from and connected to its origin, is picked up on in Theresa M. Kelly‘s Reinventing 

Allegory, the most comprehensive engagement with de Man‘s theory of allegory to date.  Kelly 

identifies an important contradiction in the relationship between allegory and temporality.  

Although de Man  

insists that allegorical figures are forged in time and subject to decay, the cumulative 

effect of his readings is surprisingly transhistorical: allegory becomes the property of 

language in general, a plot of figures redone and undone that is ‗modernist‘ insofar  as it 

echoes twentieth-century modernism‘s sense that it is cut off from the past and thus 

outside history.  For this reason, the ‗rhetoric of temporality‘ he ascribes to allegory does 

not include asking how it might change over time to register variable pressures on its 

figural speech.  de Man thereby assents, though for different reasons, to the Neoclassical 

demand that allegory be held apart from particular human actions and historical events.  

Nor is it always possible to claim, as de Man does, that allegory is an adequate defense 

against the ‗aesthetic formalization‘ of the Romantic symbol and self-referential 

philosophical systems. (10-11) 

Kelly‘s final point, that for de Man allegory is not about ―aesthetic formalization,‖ underscores 

the fundamental frustration of all critics subsequent to de Man with the way in which abstract 

theorizations of allegory have become unmoored from an ability to identify what, at the present 

moment, counts as an allegorical structure within a text.  What this project argues for is an 
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examination of allegory‘s theoretical function in any given historical moment through identifiable 

allegorical conventions in contemporaneous texts. 

 This desire to trace the counters of what now counts as allegorical in textual practices is 

what defines contemporary and postmodern engagements with allegory.  The first prominent 

attempt at this ongoing project of which this dissertation is in its own way a part, is Craig 

Owens‘s two-part essay on the allegorical impulse in postmodernism.  In these essays in the 

journal October (1980), Owens does an excellent job of explaining the interconnection between 

modernist and psychoanalytic inquiries into allegory.  For Owens, it is a ―conviction of the 

remoteness of the past, and a desire to redeem it for the present‖ that are allegory‘s ―two most 

fundamental impulses‖ (Part One 68) and which combine the historical impulse of modernist 

allegory and the psychoanalytic compulsion associated with it by Fletcher.  However, Owens‘s 

work on postmodernist allegory goes beyond the macro level analyses that are endemic in earlier 

discussions of allegory to the rhetorical techniques by which allegory can be said to function.  

Importantly, he moves away from the focus on genre that still holds sway with influential 

theorists of allegory such as Deborah Madsen.  Owens distils the functioning of the allegorical 

structure, reducing it to its simplest form whereby ―allegory occurs whenever one text is doubled 

by another‖ (Part One 68).  Allegory is, in Owens‘s estimation, a postmodern form as ―[i]n 

allegorical structure, then, one text is read through another, however fragmentary, intermittent, or 

chaotic their relationship may be; the paradigm for the allegorical work is thus the palimpsest‖ 

(Part One 69).  What Owens uncovers in the structure of allegory is the toolbox by which 

authorship functions.  Allegory becomes  

the model of all commentary, all critique, insofar as these are involved in rewriting a 

primary text in terms of its figural meaning. I am interested, however, in what occurs 
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when this relationship takes place within works of art, when it describes their structure. 

Allegorical imagery is appropriated imagery; the allegorist does not invent images but 

confiscates them. [...] He does not restore an original meaning that may have been lost or 

obscured; allegory is not hermeneutics. [...] allegorical meaning supplants an antecedent 

one; it is a supplement. This is why allegory is condemned, but it is also the source of its 

theoretical significance. (Part One 69) 

What Owens suggests here, but does not do, is to make a discussion of authorship central by 

highlighting the supplementary nature of appropriation and confiscation.  What is centrally 

important for this study is that Owens moves away from de Man‘s use of allegory as a model for 

interpretation and instead identifies rhetorical techniques that distinguish it.  Owens identifies, in 

1980 no less, a very contemporary picture of authorship that looks forward to the legalistic 

challenges to conceptions of authorial originality, based on appropriation, to the point that 

appropriation is not only the content but the structuring principle of the work.  In my own 

expansion upon the significance of allegorical structures, I am taking what I see as implicit in 

Owens‘s essay‘s understanding of the importance of connecting theoretical significance with 

textual structures and making both explicit in the novels that I have chosen to work with set the 

stage for such an investigation. 

 More recently, Deborah L. Madsen, in a number of essential works on allegory, has 

helped to set the terms of debate by continuing to focus on the formal properties of allegory as a 

genre and most importantly for this project, as a historically variable one that in its American and 

postmodern iterations has definable generic traits.  Madsen, in her work on postmodern allegory, 

notes that neither Owens nor Paul de Man ―addresses the question of how it is that narratives 

function to define themselves generically, yet uniquely, as allegory‖ (Postmodernist Allegories 8; 
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1991).  My attempt is to find new allegorical structures, rhetorical techniques that fall under the 

rubric of postmodern allegory.  In other words, writers‘ sense and practice of the generic and 

rhetorical traits of allegory changes over time.  What this project argues is that allegory constructs 

authorship in a given text.  By paying attention to how authorship is constructed, new allegorical 

forms can be uncovered.  

 Allegory is unusual in the way that it is both a conceptual model for interpretation and a 

structuring principle of authorship.   Madsen usefully understands allegory‘s dual nature, pointing 

out that 

[a]llegory, generally, can best be defined in terms of the way it thematizes the concept of 

interpretation, both in relation to the kind of interpretative response narratives demand 

through the organization of their narrative elements and in relation to the ideological 

value which is attached to interpretation as a means of perceiving some ideal or absolute 

value manifest in an interpreted world.  Twentieth-century forms of allegory – both 

modern and postmodern – can be defined according to the way they modify this 

characteristic concern.  Modern allegories, such as Kafka‘s, treat interpretation as valid 

only in terms of subjective individual perception.  Postmodern allegories, however, 

question the authenticity of this personal identity in relation to the invisible cultural 

systems of value which may be projected through the individual consciousness and into 

the world.  Consequently, in the work of John Barth and Thomas Pynchon modes of 

interpretation rather than systems of ideal value become the prime objects of allegorical 

analysis.  (America 144) 

My project builds upon Madsen‘s formulation by suggesting that the ―personal identity‖ that 

allegory structures in relation to ―cultural systems of value‖ is precisely the role and identity of 
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the author as defined by the contemporary figuring of authorship in the allegorical text.  As such, 

my broader contention, which over the following chapters I can only hope to suggest as a possible 

course for future study, is that the fundamental point of any analysis of allegory is twofold: first, 

to determine what rhetorical forms predominate in the deployment of allegory at a particular time 

and second, to show how they both structure and are structured by contemporaneous discourses 

of authority and interpretation. In so doing, I am in keeping with the most recent important 

reformulations of allegory that provide the conceptual architecture for the consideration of the 

forms of allegory that construct American authorship.    

 After de Man and roughly parallel to Madsen, is Frederic Jameson‘s influential 

theorization of allegory.  If for de Man allegory functioned to highlight the fundamental gap 

between intention and reception, Jameson can be seen as taking this to its logical extreme.  In his 

controversial essay ―Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism‖ (1986), he 

embraces the ―breaks and heterogeneities, of the multiple polysemia of the dream rather than the 

homogeneous representation of the symbol‖ (73) as the heart of allegory.  As such, he believes 

that critics should move from what he characterizes as ―[o]ur traditional conception of allegory—

based, for instance, on stereotypes of Bunyan—[which] is that of an elaborate set of figures and 

personifications to be read against some one-to-one table of equivalences: this is, so to speak, a 

one-dimensional view of this signifying process‖ (73).  In this essay he introduces what he terms 

―national allegories‖ in his reading of 

[t]hird-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a properly 

libidinal dynamic—necessarily project a political dimension in the form of national 

allegory: the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled 

situation of the public third-world culture and society. (69) 
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Although it is not the centerpiece of his argument, one of the most important elements of this 

reformulation and redeployment of allegory is the move from a temporal relationship between the 

text and its transcendent meaning.  This signifies a shift from earlier modernist forms of allegory 

that privileged temporality in favour of an essentially postmodern formulation of allegory that is 

spatial in reading individual texts as speaking to the global condition.   

 Subsequently, post-colonial critics have taken up allegory in a similar way, even when 

explicitly critical of Jameson.  Abdul R. JanMohamed‘s earlier identification of a somewhat 

similar  ―Manichean allegory‖ (1985), particular to colonial literature, points to the way in which 

good versus evil, self versus other dichotomies provide the ―author-function,‖ the means by 

which post-colonial authorship is validated.  Stephen Slemon (1988) sees in post-colonial 

allegory a ―process of interpreting signs [that] has been used in imperial thinking to read the 

world and to legitimise the power relations it establishes within it‖ (162).  For Both JanMohamed 

and Slemon, allegory and authority are inseparable in the way that the literary technique‘s 

employment performs the power structures that post-colonial allegorists are implicated in. 

 What made Jameson‘s essay so controversial was not his construction of allegory, but his 

use of the term ―third-world.‖  As Aijaz Ahmad (1987) rightly points out, groupings like first and 

third world are just as contentious as the idea behind the nation in Jameson‘s ―national allegories‖ 

for the way that they presume homogeneous groupings of experience.  Jameson is likewise justly 

criticized for presuming to know what the text as allegory refers to in advance, that these texts are 

―always an allegory,‖ as Spivak has so argued (Tambling 156).  Jameson‘s favouring of absolute 

imperatives is not an isolated problem and here it is worth recalling, in the context of Queer 

Theory,  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick‘s rejoinder: ―Always historicize?  What could have less to do 

with historicizing than the commanding, atemporal adverb ‗always‘?‖ (125; 2003).  And yet, 
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despite these inherent problems, Jameson‘s essay is useful in the development of allegory in 

American literature for two reasons.  First, seeing allegory as a part of a historicizing impetus is 

congruent with the move from modernist temporality to postmodernist spatiality.  In other words, 

historicizing flattens the relationship between the text and pre-text into one between paratexts: the 

written text and the broad cultural, political and historical ―text‖ that informs it.  Second, it is a 

challenge to view the troubled category of a national literature not solely in its own context, but 

as a product of a national literature‘s contemporaneous interactions with global power structures.   

 As such, if allegory is about the construction of authorship, one would expect postmodern 

and contemporary authors to increasingly represent that authorship not as an authoritarian battle 

with the past, but as an attempt to articulate their place in the world of parallel and competing 

forms of authority.  I argue, in the literature of the past twenty years in America, the allegorical 

uses of terrorism to represent American authors as under threat do just this.  In the novels I 

examine, the terrorist provides a parallel figure to the author who represents a comprehensive 

arsenal of threats to the standing of the literary author in contemporary culture.  Representations 

of terrorists and terrorism in these novels act as allegorical constellations that illumine the 

structures of contemporary authorship. 

1.4 The Terrorist Novel 

 Choosing novels that take terrorism as their subject may seem like an idiosyncratic way 

of representing contemporary American fiction and authorship, but there are good historical 

reasons for doing so.  As Benjamin Kunkel, editor of the literary magazine N+1 argued some five 

years ago in an essay in The New York Times – ―Dangerous Characters‖ (2005) – the ―terrorist 

novel‖ has emerged as a genre that speaks directly to questions of authorship.  For Kunkel, the 



 

28 

 

terrorist  novel is a post-Cold War product of what he calls ―the long 1990‘s – from 1989 to 

2001‖ (Kunkel 2005).  Kunkel suggests that 

[t]he terrorist novel enjoyed a remarkable efflorescence during the 90‘s, and we can 

hazard a few explanations why; these can also serve as explanations for the novelist‘s 

resentment and anger. The society of the spectacle had never before reared so high; the 

novel had never seemed so marginal a form; terrorists had not in a hundred years seemed 

so perversely glamorous; and the political left had never seemed so discredited or so 

necessary. A dispiriting sense prevailed that history had run aground, that no vantage 

outside society could be found, that all rebellion was quickly absorbed into commerce or 

exiled into folly. The fictional domestic terrorist protested this state of affairs – and 

capitulated to it. And this became perhaps the main way for the American novel to 

thematize its ambition and its impotence. […] It is a basic fact, if also a basic frustration, 

that in modern societies literary power and political power long ago parted ways. (Kunkel 

2005) 

Kunkel is not alone in making such observations, but he is important in making the connection 

between the representation of terrorists and the role of the contemporary literary author in that 

―terrorists might be a novelist‘s rivals, as Don DeLillo‘s novelist character maintains in ‗Mao 

II‘ (1991), but they were also his proxies. No matter how realistic, the terrorist novel was also a 

kind of metafiction, or fiction about fiction‖ (Kunkel 2005).  Steffen Hantke, in his article ―‗God 

Save Us from Bourgeois Adventure‘:  The Figure of the Terrorist in Contemporary American 

Conspiracy Fiction‖ (1996), sees the use of terrorism in recent fiction as an integral part of 

contemporary American conspiracy fiction that is directly a product of the same post-Cold War 

climate.  In a broader survey of representations of terrorism, Robert Appelbaum and Alexis 

http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/03/16/lifetimes/del-r-mao.html
http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/03/16/lifetimes/del-r-mao.html
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Paknadel (2008) do some impressive quantitative analysis tracking the dramatic rise in 

representations of terrorism in novels covering the period 1970 to 2001, a trajectory that one can 

justly speculate has only continued its upward trajectory. 

 

Figure 1 – “Number of novels published originally in English about terrorism, 1970-2002” 

(Appelbaum 395) 

What Appelbaum and Paknadel create is a typology of terrorism in the English language, 

suggesting 

that the main focus of most terrorist fiction in our period is the target of terrorism and the 

injury it inflicts, we have found something that had yet to be appreciated: most recent 

terrorist fiction in English is not about terrorism per se; it is about the political legitimacy 

and moral integrity of the society to which terrorism‘s victims belong. (397) 

What unites Kunkel with Appelbaum and Paknadel is that they each see the use of terrorism as 

fundamentally being an inward turn toward the self-analysis of the author and his or her place 

within society.  And so,  representations of terrorism in the American novel in the 1990s are 

about both a taking stock of the threatened role of the literary author and a manifestation of the 

anxieties regarding an uncertain historical moment.  These anxieties encompass more than the 
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state of literature, they expand out toward the sense that the postmodernity that defined the recent 

past has come to an end and that the undefined present has yet to take shape.  It is nearly a critical 

commonplace among studies of contemporary literature that the long 1990s, bookended by the 

end of the Cold War and 9/11, was to herald a new age that would succeed postmodernism, with 

its now aging forms of experimentation and already lengthy chorus of calls for it to leave the 

stage in favour of some uncertain replacement.  In each of the novels covered in this project it is 

the terrorist who comes to represent this cultural anxiety.  And yet, this trend has continued in a 

modified form in the American literature of the first decade of the twenty-first century, whose 

dominant trend is the post-9/11 novel. 

 At this point it is unclear which novel or group of novels will be considered the prime 

exemplars of post-9/11 literature.  Don DeLillo‘s Falling Man (2007) is touched on in the 

following chapter and is considered by some to be a contender.  This project makes use of Paul 

Auster‘s Travels in the Scriptorium (2007) and Man in the Dark (2008) in part because Auster‘s 

earlier novel Leviathan (1992) is consonant with the Terrorist Novels of the 1990s that I cover.  

Most importantly, Auster‘s later fiction captures two important elements of the post-9/11 novel: 

an interplay between authors‘ ethical concerns about depicting traumatic events and the 

incorporation of visual elements and themes as reaction to 9/11‘s overexposure in the media.  

This is likewise the case with other post-9/11 novels, from Falling Man‘s focus on still life and 

performance art to the inclusion of photographs and textual experimentation in Jonathan Safran 

Foer‘s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (2005).   Another, Jonathan Lethem‘s recent Chronic 

City (2009), shows that even at the close of the decade these issues remain constant.  Clearly, my 

own privileging of these issues in working with Auster as opposed to these or any number of 

alternate contenders, such as Ian McEwan‘s Saturday (2005), Claire Messud‘s The Emperor’s 
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Children (2006), John Updike‘s Terrorist (2006), or Joseph O‘Neill‘s Netherland (2008), to name 

only some of the more prominent examples, is but one of many attempts to begin to define the 

characteristics of contemporary literature of the American experience, which is increasingly 

written by authors who themselves are not American.   

 It is a structural limitation of a project of this sort that the number of exemplary texts that 

can be analyzed in any depth is necessarily limited.  However, that I am working with novels that 

cannot hope to represent the breadth of post-9/11 or 1990s terrorist literature need not be a 

limitation.  Regardless of which texts come to be seen as canonical manifestations of the past few 

decades, the novels I have chosen nonetheless hold together by virtue of the ways in which they 

use terrorism as the great topic of the day to reflect on the role of the literary author at this time.  

In so doing, I read the shift in treatments of terrorism as a topic from the 1990s to the 21
st
 century 

as indicative of the changing way that American novelists see themselves, moving from late 20
th
 

century anxieties about their role in the world to recent attempts to match literary practice to the 

challenges of working through contemporary cultural traumas. 

1.5 What “Terrorism” Means in Theory 

 Any attempt to analyze the terrorist novel or the post-9/11 novel has to deal with the 

ambiguities inherent in terms as loaded as terrorist and terrorism, and must do so with some 

awareness of the historical context of these signifiers‘ shifting meanings.  The terrorist as a trope 

for thinking about authorship, having been revived by Don DeLillo in Mao II (1991), has gained 

critical traction in the scholarship that has sought to contextualize the representation of terrorism 

on aesthetic grounds.  In her Plotting Terror: Novelists and Terrorists in Contemporary Fiction 

(2001), Margaret Scanlan frames the use of the terrorist as speaking to the question of the 

efficacy of the public intellectual and the engaged artist, seeing ―both writers and terrorists in 
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these novels as remnants of a romantic belief in the power of marginalized persons to transform 

history.  I argue that serious terrorist fiction develops an increasingly pessimistic account of the 

novel‘s social power, a pessimism that some recent novelists extend to the revolutionary impulse 

itself‖ (2).  The relationship between revolution and terror is one that dates back to the 

contemporary use of the term as part of the inheritance of Romanticism.  As William 

Wordsworth, the preeminent founding voice of Romantic era authorship, watched the crisis of 

political authority unfold in and through the French Revolution, the use of the term ―terrorism‖ 

that we have with us today was founded in the violence of Robespierre and others.  However, as 

noted terrorism scholar Walter Laqueur (2002) and others have pointed out, the history of 

terrorism goes back as far as religious struggles in Palestine in the first century C.E. (7), but  

[t]he terms ―terrorism‖ and ―terrorist‖ are of relatively recent date; the meaning of 

terrorism was given in the 1798 supplement of the Dictionnaire of the Académie 

Française as système, régime de la terreur.  According to a French dictionary published 

in 1796, the Jacobins had on occasion used the term when speaking and writing about 

themselves in a positive sense. (6) 

As such, the defining permutations of the term up to the current moment of  interconnection 

between authorship and terrorism comes down to dealing with present day political impotence by 

mythologizing the revolutionary spirit of the art and politics of the Romantic period.  It is from 

the same period that American authorship can trace its origins as a struggling national literature 

that, according to William Charvat, would not be able to support professional writers until the 

1820s.  This connection between revolutionary politics and mass market public pressures in the 

formation of American authorship is one that has been made by recent studies of Romantic era 

authorship.  Dino Franco Felluga (2005) has explored the pathologizing rhetoric in English 
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authorship of the period that looked to cure the poetic enterprise of its associations with 

marginalized figures, revolutionary struggles, and the emergent mass market (2).  Grantland S. 

Rice, in The Transformation of Authorship in America, sees American authorship during the 

Romantic period as exhibiting a tension between the subversive potential of the free press as a 

form of ―assertive social commentary‖ and the way the mass market turned authors into 

purveyors of ―the more inert medium of property and commodity‖ (5).  Although an ocean away 

from the revolutionary terror in France that so influenced English authorship, Michael Warner 

(1990) has emphasized that prior to this entrenchment of the mass market, early American 

authorship was likewise seen as a threat as  

the peculiar American combination of outright hostility and uneasy defensiveness toward 

novels was, given the nature of the republican public sphere, no small ideological 

prejudice.  Until the joint triumphs of literary publishing and of nationalism in the liberal 

society of the nineteenth century, when the political system and publication became 

specialized in a mutual separation, novels could only narrate their anxieties about the 

hazard to the republic that they themselves posed. (176) 

Prior to becoming a profession that upheld a national literature, authorship in America maintained 

a subversive potential that was in some ways compromised as a consequence of mass market 

success.  In the current moment, that the very mass market that allowed for the creation of 

American authorship should come to threaten it, may be a contributing factor to the contrast of 

the dangerous terrorist figure and the compromised author in the works covered in this project. 

 Indeed, in a recent article, cultural theorist Slavoj Žižek has looked back to 1990 as a 

defining moment in periodizing the contemporary and in doing so has also linked it to our 

relationship to the Jacobite terror: 
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 Something, some kind of historical cut, effectively took place in 1990: everyone, today‘s 

―radical Left‖ included, is somehow ashamed of the Jacobin legacy of revolutionary 

terror with its state-centralized character, so that the commonly accepted motto is that the 

Left, if it is to regain political efficiency, should thoroughly reinvent itself, finally 

abandoning the so-called ―Jacobin paradigm.‖ (Žižek ―Robespierre‖; 2010) 

I am less interested in Žižek‘s desire to rehabilitate Robespierre‘s ―simple faith in the eternal Idea 

of freedom which persists through all defeats,‖ which provokingly uses purity of intention to 

redeem a crisis of authority, than the point he is making about the changing role of terror and 

terrorism in the culture at the end of the Cold War.  

 In the context of understanding allegorical uses of terrorism in recent fiction, it is 

important to acknowledge the permutations that, leading up to this point, the term has undergone 

as both topic and trope in theory.  With their long and various histories, terror and terrorism are 

terms that are no less slippery in theory than they are in politics.  As a literary concept, terror, in 

the French critical tradition, has older roots than is commonly acknowledged.  The influential The 

Flowers of Tarbes or, Terror in Literature (2006) by Jean Paulhan uses terror and literature in 

almost the opposite sense of Jean-François Lyotard‘s deployment of the term nearly half a 

century later.  For Paulhan the relationship between terrorism and interpretation was one whereby 

the interpreter or the writer can be associated with the terrorist, striking against the closure of 

standard modes by finding novel forms of written expression, working to destroy the stultifying 

clichés of the age.  Ihab Hassan, in his early formulation of postmodernism, suggests that 

[t]he postmodern spirit […] may be rather a question of ―Terrorism,‖ as Jean Paulhan 

says in Les Fleurs de Tarbes: a sense that literary language can no longer carry the 

burden of consciousness, an intuition that culture can neither mediate nor contain.  
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Paulhan knows that a fanatic purity of soul makes inordinate demands on language, and 

thus leads to Terror and to Silence.  (139; 1982) 

And so, for Hassan, what characterizes postmodernism is the failure of the terrorist impetus that 

Paulhan promotes, leading to a literature characterized by silence in the sense of the failure of 

language.  By the time that Lyotard articulates his own, more canonical, conception of 

postmodernism in The Postmodern Condition (1984), the quasi-existential Angst about the failure 

of language that Hassan found so compelling had receded in favour of the virtues of linguistic 

play.  As such, when Lyotard uses ―terror‖ it represents a fundamental shift in conceptions of 

interpretation.  While for Paulhan the terrorist impulse in literature is essentially an assertion of 

authorial will, for Lyotard, writing in the context of Roland Barthes‘s ―The Death of the Author,‖ 

such an assertion is seen as contrary to the freedom of linguistic play that is central to 

poststructuralist formulations of textuality.  As Lyotard explains, 

By terror I mean the efficiency gained by eliminating, or threatening to eliminate, a 

player from the language game one shares with him.  He is silenced or consents, not 

because he has been refuted, but because his ability to participate has been threatened 

(there are many ways to prevent someone from playing).  The decision makers‘ arrogance 

[...] consists in the exercise of terror. (64) 

Both Lyotard and Paulhan are against forms of interpretive closure, but whereas for Lyotard 

closure is figured as terror, Paulhan saw terror as working against that closure.  The writer for 

Paulhan is threatening, but in Lyotard‘s view the player of language games is the one who is 

under threat and it is in this shift from the threatening position of the author to the way that 

participation in the meaning making enterprise is seen as threatened that the troping of terror 

comes to stand in for the changing role of authorship in the postmodern period. 
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1.6 From 1991 to 9/11: Terror and Authorship 

 The best example of Lyotard‘s conception of terror as limiting the playing of language 

games is the media coverage of the 1991 Persian Gulf War.  It is now a commonplace critique 

that news outlets, such as CNN, failed to look beyond information sources authorized by the 

United States government and military press releases.  Moreover, the technology that was able to 

bring an overseas war into the home as a live event was also responsible for shaping that event as 

an entertainment spectacle.  For Tom Engelhardt, CNN‘s 24/7 news coverage represented a 

substantive break from the role of television in the reporting of the Vietnam War, suggesting that 

―[w]hat we viewed beginning on January 16, 1991, was less the death of an independent media 

than the birth of ‗total television,‘ a new co-production process […] It was not even the child of 

the Vietnam War, which was not (as is so often said) America's first television war but its last 

nontelevision one‖ (82; 1994).  However, if the Gulf War represented ―total television,‖ its all-

encompassing coverage was also, in keeping with the aesthetic of the time, very self-aware of the 

way it was constructing a narrative about the war.  Mimi White‘s analysis of the early war 

coverage on CNN notes that ―reporting strategies include extreme self-consciousness about the 

act of reporting and are self-reflexive in foregrounding the conditions of production and reception 

of the reporting as it was taking place‖ (124; 1994).  This sense of a self-consciousness about the 

power of the media is present in each of the terrorist novels that I look at.  Don DeLillo and Philip 

Roth both register a wariness about the power of media to circulate images and words without 

they or their words being held to account and this is felt to be a threat to ascribe intentional 

meanings to works.  Richard Powers‘s look back at the early 1990s illustrates an understanding of 

the importance of technology in this new way of looking at the world, but also exhibits an unease 
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with it, a need to step back from its immersive lure in order to have a sense of the way in which 

new forms of media technology shape our sense of the outside world. 

 If DeLillo‘s Mao II and Roth‘s Operation Shylock (1993) appear so in tune with the 

attitude toward media exhibited in the Gulf War coverage, it is because sensationalist media 

coverage of terrorist acts in the 1980s prefigured the importance of immediacy, and the ―live‖ 

report, which served to alter the impact of spectacular acts of violence.  As such, by the time 

DeLillo writes Mao II there are already a number of myths about the relationship between the 

media and terrorism that play into his understanding of the newly precarious position of the 

author.  However, the manipulation of the media by terrorists, the authoring of the terrorist event, 

as Jeffrey D. Simon suggests in The Terrorist Trap:  America’s Experience with Terrorism 

(2001), may be more a product of the media than of terrorists.  Simon identifies five key myths 

regarding the relationship between terrorism and the media, which he views as having undergone 

a fundamental reformulation from the mid-eighties to the early nineties.  The five myths are:  (1) 

―most terrorists try to use the media to their advantage‖ (267); (2) ―the media foster images of 

‘crisis’ over terrorism‖ (269); (3) ―the media can limit a president’s options in responding to 

terrorism‖ (270); (4) ―the media help prolong terrorist episodes by giving the terrorists 

continuing and widespread publicity‖ (272); and (5) ―the media are not interested in providing 

context and causal explanations for a terrorist incident‖ (273).  This represents a debunking of 

the terrorists‘ singular authorial agency in that they are denied the ability fully to claim the 

authorship of an act that is additionally diffusely authorised by media coverage.  This trajectory 

can likewise be traced over the diminishment of the status of literary authors.  However, the need 

to debunk these myths establishes their existence in contemporary media, making terrorists 

products of the national cultural imaginary.  At this point, the importance of the terrorist 



 

38 

 

increasingly becomes less a focus on the intention behind the act, than the way in which it is 

reported.  Not surprisingly, authorship works through the media in the same way; the saleable 

commodity is not figured through the meaning of the work, but through the brand of the author.  

But what novels from this period, especially the ones that will be covered in the following 

chapters, register is not just a debunking or reinforcement of myths about the efficacy of terrorism 

or the media‘s spectacularization of contemporary culture.  Rather, each explores the impact of 

constructions of authorship on our experience of media.  This impact can be phenomenological in 

nature, codifying our expectations and preconceptions of how to interact with different media as 

made things.  Constructions of authorship also structure intertextual relationships‘ complex 

interplay between differently authored media and texts.  In these texts, terrorism acts as a 

focalizer through which authorship is variously brought to crisis.  It is in these crises of authority 

that some of the defining qualities of authorship are illustrated.  This is how terrorism comes to 

allegorize issues of authorship alongside the historical reality and contemporary cultural 

mythology of the terrorist and the terrorist act.  With respect to the longer history and mythology 

of terrorism, this study begins roughly alongside the Gulf War, which served to shift the 

American imaginary away from a Cold War mindset toward a focus on new threats. 

 And yet, even if the mythical structure of the terrorist act had been established prior to 

the Gulf War, what that war did accomplish was the fixing of the Middle East in the American 

cultural imaginary as a current locus that both tests the limits and proves the reach of U.S. 

political and military authority.  As I suggest in my chapter on Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock, 

even when discussing a particularly American authorship, the way in which the Middle East acts 

as the limit case for the reach of American authority in the post-Cold War context is always in the 

background.  In thinking about the American author as diffusely conditioned by the status of 
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American power, the primacy of individual expression has a renewed political context in the way 

America oversaw the collapse of the Soviet Union and the resulting triumphalist rise of American 

political and economic models.  The shift from a bipolar world to one dominated by a lone 

superpower has inevitably led to a rethinking of America‘s role in the world.  Likewise, each of 

these novels is profoundly self-reflexive in its figuring and discussion of authorship, which may 

be part of a cultural moment of inward-turning American self-reflexivity, reflected in the national 

literature. As such, terrorism in its domestic or foreign forms, whether real or imagined, is very 

much a foil for the specific re-imaginings of American cultural and political authority, testing it, 

even threatening it, but primarily serving to define it. 

 In fact, the East, particularly the Middle East, plays an important role in nearly every text 

covered in this project as represented by Beirut (Plowing the Dark (2002), Mao II), Israel 

(Operation Shylock) and Iraq (Man in the Dark).  What the Middle East offers for each of these 

writers is the extension of an American frontier mentality, a place that in a globalized world still 

seems to be the outside of a world that, in the postmodern context, is spoken of as being entirely 

incorporated by the de- and reterritorializations of capital.
2
  The terrorist novel and the post-9/11 

novel have a trove of as of yet unexplored connections to the proliferating wealth of work done 

on transnational and border fictions, stories of migration and so on.  In so doing, these novels 

about the relationship between America and the Middle East recognize the role of borders in the 

contemporary context as increasingly diffuse and differently experienced interactions with state 

                                                      

2
  Richard Gray has made a similar argument in an article on post-9/11 fiction in American 

Literary History where he discusses the way that some writers have used 9/11 as an impetus to 

respond to the global context of the event to see ―the US as cultural borderlands, and register it in 

their writing‖ (135; 2009).  Gray sees the process of deterritorialization as missing in the post-

9/11 novel, an unwillingness ―to show the reader what it is to be American by exploring 

American spaces and places from extrinsic vantage points‖ (141).  However, in the following 

chapters, each of the terrorist novels of the 1990s and the post-9/11 novels that I look at do just 

this in representations of the Middle East. 
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authority that extend far beyond the territorial lines that mark national boundaries.  Such an 

understanding of authority, like authorship itself, is a product of diffusely experienced and 

instantiated constructs of global power relations.  Despite this, I think that it would be a mistake 

to see these novels as any more engaged with the difficult political issues in the Middle East than 

they are interested in substantively engaging with the grievances and ideologies that lead to 

terrorist acts.  Rather, these novelists use the Middle East and terrorism as a way of allegorizing 

the role of the American author in a time of cultural flux, when America is changing its sense of 

self in relation to the rest of the world.  

 This tendency to understand the contemporary context through geographic relations and 

the representation of other places is very much in keeping with contemporaneous thinkers who 

were codifying postmodernism‘s deployment of spatial metaphors.  It is now almost a cliché to 

point it out, but one of the most commonly cited differences when contrasting modernism and 

postmodernism is the former‘s interest in philosophies of temporality (Henri Bergson and Martin 

Heidegger being the two most obvious examples) and the latter‘s focus on spatiality stemming 

from the birth of contemporary notions of postmodernism from theories of architecture (Learning 

from Las Vegas (Venturi 1977) as the remedy to the excesses of the post-war implementation of 

Le Corbusier‘s ideas).  This sense of the importance of spatiality to postmodernism was 

articulated from a Marxist perspective by David Harvey for whom the global flow of capital, 

working from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari‘s ideas about the continual processes of 

reterritorializing and deterritorializing, makes geographic relations a defining quality of 

postmodernity.  For Harvey, 

the accumulation of capital is perpetually deconstructing that social power by re-shaping 

its geographical bases.  Put the other way round, any struggle to reconstitute power 
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relations is a struggle to reorganize their spatial bases. […] This trend to privilege the 

spatialization of time (Being) over the annihilation of space by time (Becoming) is 

consistent with much of what postmodernism now articulates; with Lyotard‘s ‗local 

determinisms‘, Fish‘s ‗interpretive communities‘, Frampton's ‗regional resistances‘, and 

Foucault‘s ‗heterotopias.‘ (238, 273; 1990) 

Harvey‘s privileging of space over time in the movement of the Becoming of modernism to the 

Being of postmodernism likewise fits with my own understanding of the differences between 

modernist and postmodernist allegory.  Modernist allegory constructs authorship (Becoming) in 

relationship to past authorities and this ―annihilation of space by time‖ is best exhibited by Walter 

Benjamin‘s use of the ruin – that architectural space ruined by time – as his prime metaphor for 

modernist allegory.  To use Harvey‘s terminology, the anxieties surrounding contemporary 

authorship are partially a result of the deconstruction of the author‘s social power by capital.  The 

author‘s attempt to reconstitute his or her power is by a postmodern allegory that works through 

spatial relationships, such as paratextual authorities or forms of intermediation.  Usefully, the 

relationship between the politicized space of the contemporary and the postmodern novel and its 

techniques is one that has, as it turns out, potent etymological links in the relationship between 

territory and terrorism.  Although the OED‘s  etymology is not definitive in this regard it is 

incredibly suggestive.  The derivation, which is located in the entry for ―territory,‖ begins with 

the Latin  

territōri-um the land round a town, a domain, district, territory. Etymology unsettled: 

usually taken as a deriv. of terra earth, land (to which it was certainly referred in popular 

L. when altered to terrātōrium); but the original form has suggested derivation 

from terrēre to frighten, whence *territor frightener, territōrium ‗? a place from which 
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people are warned off‘ (Roby Lat. Gr. §943). So F. territoire (1278 in Godef. Compl.): 

see also TERROIR. (OED) 

In other words, any discussion of space as territory is one that requires a thinking of the ways in 

which that space is policed, metaphorically or otherwise.  The suggested connection with terroir, 

which is primarily a wine-making term referring to the specificity of the land of cultivation has its 

own potentially interesting resonances that I cannot explore here.  In its political definition, 

Lyotard‘s understanding of terrorism as closure, as a policing or maintenance of grand narratives 

is much more in keeping with this etymology of territory than Paulhan‘s earlier conception of 

terror as breaking new ground, as it were.  And so, at its simplest, Lyotard initiated opposition 

between the terrorist and the player of language games is useful for the way it prefigures the 

representation of terrorists in novels of the 1990s.  More interestingly, what the origin of the term 

points to are the ways that it, like all words, acts as a kind of metaphor in its translation of a 

concrete political situation (the defence of one‘s territory), into a mutable linguistic sign.  This 

process at its most basic – the influence of the representation of political conflict on the written 

word – is at the heart of this project in the way that the authors of terrorist novel absorb and 

aestheticize terrorism for their own ends.  

 What is still missing from the historical contextualization of the terrorist novel is the 

moment when this political context made the jump to being not just about new forms of media 

and their representation of terrorists and the Middle East in the cultural imaginary, but about the 

threat to literary authors.  The formative event, the cultural initiator of the association of terrorism 

and authorship is undoubtedly what has become known as the ―Rushdie Affair,‖ where negative 

reactions to the publication of The Satanic Verses (1998) led to the issuing of a fatwa by the 

leader of Iran, calling for Rushdie‘s assassination.  Although Rushdie is clearly not American, the 
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crisis surrounding the threats to Rushdie‘s life became paradigmatic of the way in which the 

Western author, regardless of his intentions, can represent both the threat of cultural imperialism 

and be threatened by his incorporation into a media spectacle.  This event spurred creative 

responses by other canonical American postmodern writers to this interplay of terrorism and 

authorship, such as Paul Auster‘s Leviathan and Don DeLillo‘s Mao II, which both take up the 

idea of the author as threatened by contemporary culture in direct response.  Both authors were 

invested in Rushdie‘s plight.  As Margaret Scanlan notes, ―[i]n a telephone interview with Lorrie 

Moore, DeLillo confirmed ‗a connection between [Mao II] and the silencing‘ of Rushdie.  ‗Mr. 

DeLillo said his planning and notes on the book preceded the Rushdie affair by a short time.  He 

was one of the writers who read from Mr. Rushdie's works in the tumultuous days just after Feb. 

14, 1989. . . . By March 8, Mr. DeLillo had begun putting his own words on paper‘‖ (164 n. 1).  

In general, the threat to Rushdie‘s life as a way of punishing his novel‘s perceived offense is 

significant for the development of the terrorist novel.  First, it hyperbolically reflects how 

American authors view their own precarious position in a mass culture that is hostile or 

indifferent to serious fiction.  Second, it frighteningly realizes the ultimate desire that postmodern 

author-fictions seem to hold out: the chance to reach beyond the work to get at the ―real‖ author. 

 These enactments through literature of an attempt to breach the order of the work of 

fiction and the authority of the author were completely recontextualized by the terrorist attacks of 

9/11. The unintentionally Baudrillardean provocateur of the day was the German composer 

Karlheinz Stockhausen, who was quoted in The New York Times as calling 

the attack on the World Trade Center  ―the greatest work of art that is possible in the 

whole cosmos.‖  Extending the analogy, he spoke of human minds achieving ―something 

in one act‖ that ―we couldn‘t even dream of in music,‖ in which ―people practice like 
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crazy for 10 years, totally fanatically, for a concert, and then die.‖ Just imagine, he added: 

―You have people who are so concentrated on one performance, and then 5,000 people 

are dispatched into eternity, in a single moment. I couldn‘t do that. In comparison with 

that, we‘re nothing as composers.‖ (Tommasini; 2001) 

Stockhausen‘s comments were as infelicitously timed as they were phrased, but the ground of the 

comparison was by no means new. Baudrillard instead formulates the problem, here at the end of 

his career, in terms of the formulae of symbolic exchanges that were so essential to his earliest 

work.  For him, the 9/11 attacks 

through what seems to us like a suicide, the impossible exchange of death, the challenge 

to the system by the symbolic gift of death, which becomes an absolute weapon [...] 

terrorism ultimately has no meaning, no objective, and cannot be measured by its ‗real‘ 

political and historical consequences.  And it is, paradoxically, because it has no meaning 

that it constitutes an event. (57) 

The reason that 9/11 can exist as an ―absolute event‖ for Baudrillard is that it is fundamentally 

inconsequential in the context of the totalizing global system that terrorism both attacks and is a 

product of.  As he would later argue in The Intelligence of Evil or The Lucidity Pact (2005), 

―there are no longer any revolutions, there are now only convulsions.  As in an allegedly perfect 

mechanism, a system that is too well integrated, there are no longer any crises, but malfunctions, 

faults, breakdowns, anuerysmal ruptures‖ (127).  Slavoj Žižek likewise views terrorism, not as 

the strike from without, but as a product of contemporary global capitalism where this question of 

―real‖ historical or political consequence is an explosively loaded one. 

 In his post-9/11 work, Welcome to the Desert of the Real (2002), Žižek promotes the 

French mathematician and theorist Alain Badiou‘s diagnosis that the twentieth century was 
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characterized by a ―passion for the Real‖ (24).  In literary studies this ―passion for the Real‖ 

culminates in the theatrical performance of reality more recently associated with the rise of the 

memoir as a central literary form or in the postmodern cliché of the ―real‖ author entering the 

work.  This self-reflexive interjection of the author into the work, whether through the proxy of 

the author figure or, as in Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock, by the author himself (although both 

are fundamentally proxy figurations), demonstrates what Žižek calls  ―the fundamental paradox 

of the ‗passion for the Real‘: it culminates in its apparent opposite, in a theatrical spectacle‖ (9).  

In Welcome to the Desert of the Real he goes on to explain that 

This means that the dialectic of semblance and Real cannot be reduced to the rather 

elementary fact that the virtualization of our daily lives, the experience that we are living 

more and more in an artificially constructed universe, gives rise to an irresistible urge to 

‗return to the Real‘, to regain firm ground in some ‗real reality‘.  The Real which returns 

has the status of a(nother) semblance:  precisely because it is real, that is, on account of 

its traumatic/excessive character, we are unable to integrate it into (what we experience 

as) our reality, and are therefore compelled to experience it as a nightmarish apparition. 

(19) 

This is precisely what occurs in the representations of authors and authorship in the novels with 

which this study engages.  The ―return to the Real‖ in these fictions about authorship is a 

questioning of the relationship between fiction and reality by asking what the ―real‖ role of 

authors in the contemporary moment is through an analysis of the theatrical representation of 

them as fictional constructs.  In each case, this brings into conflict the two stalwart, yet seemingly 

contradictory, postmodern positions on authorship: that from the perspective of reading practice 

the author is entirely divorced from the work, but from the perspective of the cultural position and 
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practice of authors, the representation of writers in their work has becoming increasingly 

commonplace.  The anxiety about the role and representation of authors manifest in the terrorist 

novels of the 1990s aligns authors and terrorists precisely because the terrorist represents a 

traumatic or excessive version of the author, but one who cannot be integrated into the play of 

textuality that diffuses the potency of the real author represented in their work.  As such, the 

terrorist is the ―nightmarish apparition,‖ an excessive form of authorship that comes to be 

represented in the novel. 

 My own reading of this culmination of the ―passion for the Real‖ for authorship in these 

terrorist novels is somewhat at odds with Žižek‘s hopes for terrorism, as for him, like the 

revolutionary terror of Robespierre, the singular moment of 9/11 as a terrorist act represents a 

kind of Badiouian ―truth event‖ where the twentieth century‘s conception of the ―Real‖ gives way 

to the twenty-first.  This is because, for Žižek, the difference is that 

[t]his is what the compelling image of the collapse of the WTC was: an image, a 

semblance, an ‗effect‘, which, at the same time, delivered ‗the thing itself‘.  This ‗effect 

of the Real‘ is not the same as what Roland Barthes, way back in the 1960s, called l’effet 

du réel:  it is, rather, its exact opposite:  l’effet du irréel.  That is to say:  in contrast to the 

Barthesian l’effet du reel, in which the text makes us accept its fictional product as ‗real‘, 

here, the Real itself, in order to be sustained, has to be perceived as a nightmarish unreal 

spectre.  Usually we say that we should not mistake fiction for reality – remember the 

postmodern doxa according to which ‗reality is a discursive product […] we should not 

mistake reality for fiction – we should be able to discern, in what we experience as 

fiction, the hard kernel of the Real which we are able to sustain only if we fictionalize it. 

(19) 
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What  I am arguing is not that we should mistake reality for fiction, but rather that the ways in 

which fiction attempts to take hold of reality is self-consciously fictional; it is how, in accordance 

with Žižek‘s formulation, we are able to sustain the Real of the author through the spectacle of 

the fictionalizing of the author.  In other words, when a text self-consciously represents its 

foundation in reality by allegorically pointing outside of its pure textuality, what it does is to 

construct what Foucault calls the ―author-function.‖  Like the signature, any such function is an 

acknowledgement of the progenitor of the text, a semblance of writing that is also the thing itself.  

In poststructuralist theory, the rhetorical term that has come to hold the weight of the author-

function is allegory.  For the terrorist novels of the 1990s and beyond, the allegorical relationship 

between terrorism and authorship is both an expression of the anxiety of authorial relevancy and a 

construction of it.   In the post-9/11 novel, the ―nightmarish apparition‖ of a terrorist attack on 

U.S. soil has been realized, hypotheticals can no longer be imagined in the same way, and the role 

of the literary author in relation to terrorist violence undergoes a fundamental change.   

 As the term post-9/11 suggests, it is writing in response to this violence.  It is on this level 

that the post-9/11 novel inaugurates a particular ethics of representation that is never fully present 

in the terrorist novel of the 1990s.
3
  This may also be a product of changing technologies of 

representation that the novel is adapting to in the twenty-first century.  If CNN‘s ―total television‖ 

coverage of the Gulf War was characterized by a single media outlet‘s shaping of world events, 

9/11 can easily be characterized by a breakdown of that propagandistic network model.  The 

internet has been so easily able to challenge the dominance of television precisely because it 

shifts the responsibility for filtering out the worst that we might see away from television 

                                                      

3
 In the case of one prominent example of the form, Bret Easton Ellis‘ 1998 novel Glamorama, 

the use of terrorist violence as a form of quasi-pornographic entertainment is essentially anti-

ethical in its willingness to revel in an excess that is antithetical to the sensibilities of the  post-

9/11 novel. 
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producers and leaves it to the ethical sensibilities of the viewer.  This shift in responsibility and 

the need for authors to develop an ethics of representation is what I discuss in my final chapter on 

Paul Auster‘s recent post-9/11 novels that use ekphrasis, the verbal description of other media, as 

an ethical filter for hyperreal images of violence. 

1.7 Chapter Summaries 

 Each of the following three chapters looks at novelists writing in the period and genre 

that Kunkel refers to as the terrorist novel of the 1990s.  Powers, retrospectively, as well as Roth 

and DeLillo, contemporaneously, allegorize the role and construction of authorship through 

interactions with terrorist threats and terrorist figures.  They work within a historical context 

whereby the author is seen as under threat from any number of forces within the culture.  The 

way their author figures react to these crises illuminates these writers‘ understanding of the role 

of the author in a broader cultural context.  This is reflected in DeLillo‘s anxieties about the 

incorporation and co-opting of the author by mass culture, Roth‘s use of authorizing paratexts, 

and Powers‘s exploration of the relationship between technology and textuality.  The effect of 

focussing on mediation as such is that each writer‘s engagement with politics is primarily to deal 

with it as a trope.  In the chapter that follows, this troika is a step forward into the post-9/11 novel 

through Paul Auster‘s recent work.  What 9/11 has done to the terrorist novel is to break through 

its abstractions and at times questionable reliance on a foreign other as the bulwark for American 

identity.  Auster signals a move away from illustrating authorship in a defensive pose, shoring 

itself against threats to its cultural position.  Auster‘s focus on the particular ethical position of 

the literary writer instead demonstrates the work that literature can do.  This is a shift from 

thinking about how authorship works in the culture, to thinking about the work that authors do for 
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the culture.  It is in this broader context of the past twenty years that I see a real evolution in the 

functioning of literary authorship and its changing sense of self.   

 In my analysis of the first three of authors I have kept to a limited sense of allegory as the 

inter-interpretation of texts and para-texts, in contradistinction to the temporally organized text 

pre-text relationship of earlier forms of allegory.  Although I argue that there are many possible 

rhetorical techniques that can be termed allegorical, my relative consistency in these chapters is at 

the service of an exploration of the different ways that it can be deployed in the construction of 

authorship.  In addition, I want to suggest that these different allegorical forms produce different 

forms of terrorism in each novel.  Finally, the analysis of ekphrasis as an allegorical term in 

Auster‘s post-9/11 novels suggests a break in that pattern because he is positing a change not only 

in the use of terrorist figures to allegorize authorship, but in the role of authorship itself for post-

9/11 writers. 

 This project begins with Don DeLillo‘s Mao II (1991), which most explicitly pairs 

authors and terrorists, figuring the author as under threat from a society of spectacle whose codes 

the terrorist has mastered.  Allegory is here used in its most traditional form, that of an extended 

comparison of author and terrorist.  The novel focuses on a reclusive author, Bill Gray, who finds 

himself in crisis and decides to allow himself to be photographed, leading to a chain of events 

whereby he hopes to regain his lost political relevance by taking the place of a Swiss poet held 

hostage in Beirut.  Packed with author figures – political, artistic and religious – Mao II is about 

not only the fragmenting of authorship in the postmodern context, but also an examination of the 

ways in which authorship and authority are homologously constructed in the culture.  The role of 

the terrorist as the foil of these forms of postmodern authorship, like the form of allegory the 
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novel employs, variously compares authors and terrorists, searching for an effective vocabulary 

that will describe the author‘s threatened and uncertain position.   

 In the subsequent chapter, Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock:  A Confession shows how 

the thematic areas related to the construction of authorship that DeLillo‘s novel highlights are put 

into practice by legal and publishing institutions.  In Operation Shylock, Philip Roth travels to 

Israel to confront his doppelgänger who is using his identity to promote a political ideology, 

Diasporism, that encourages Jews to leave Israel and return to their family‘s country of origin.  

Through the use of a variety of paratexts, from newspaper reports to legal cases and disclaimers, 

Roth illustrates the limits of authorial control and the reliance of the author on authorizing 

institutions, such as the legal system, to guarantee their professional identity.  Like Mao II, 

terrorism in Operation Shylock represents a threat to the author, but the role of allegory is more 

complex.  Authorship is constructed in this novel not only through the use of the terrorist as a foil, 

but as a form of intertextuality.  Unlike DeLillo‘s Bill Gray, Roth‘s author figure engages with 

other cultural authorities, bolstering his own by playing off real and invented paratextual sources 

that are included in the work and through legal and literary conventions that authorize texts as 

true.  This example of allegory as intertextuality does more than just position the author in 

relation to culture, it shows how a novel can embody the construction of authorship through the 

self-aware manipulation of authorizing conventions in the text.  This form of allegory, the 

reliance on tenuous and manipulable outside authorities, is what defines Operation Shylock‘s 

terrorist figure, Roth‘s double, Pipik, as a failed author.  Unlike Roth, Pipik is unable to construct 

a convincing authorial persona and so he draws on Roth‘s on authority in an attempt to steal his 

identity. 
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 The next chapter works with Richard Powers‘s 1999 novel Plowing the Dark, which 

looks back on the late 1980s and the early 1990s when the enthusiasm for technology was at a 

peak, exemplified in the hypertext of early digital humanities.  Operation Shylock illustrates the 

construction of authorship through allegorical paratexts, but Plowing the Dark is more of an 

experiment in intra-textuality, two texts within the novel, than intertextuality, which gestures out 

to other authorized and authorizing texts.  The structure of the novel functions as an allegorical 

inter-interpretation of two parallel texts, the reconciliation of which points out toward the author.  

One narrative tracks a woman‘s disillusionment with her work for a large corporation, designing 

artistic virtual reality landscapes whose applications turn out to be in the service of a military 

industrial complex whose global reach has led to reprisals by terrorists in the Middle East.  The 

other follows a man taken hostage in Beirut by one such group, his confinement leaving him 

desperate for a book that will allow him to escape the room he is locked in.  These gestures 

toward transcendence are failed escapes that allow Powers to explore the phenomenological 

relationship the reader has with the work, a relationship that understands the work as a made 

thing.  This attitude allows for the place of the author in the reading process without ascribing 

intentionality to the work.  Moreover, the threat of failed transcendence that echoes in the 

allegorical inter-interpretation of each text describes the form of terrorism the novel deploys.  The 

experience of the hostage is one of enclosure, an inability to imagine his way out, in the same 

way that the artist‘s virtual reality escape is compromised by the political realities of her 

corporate financiers.  

 My concluding chapter primarily looks at two of Paul Auster‘s post-9/11 novels, Travels 

in the Scriptorium (2007) and Man in the Dark (2008).  In these novels, I suggest that Auster is 

forwarding an ethics of authorship that sees the written word as the antidote to the traumatising 
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hyperreality of contemporary culture.  But in so doing, Auster marks a shift from these earlier 

novels that obsessed over the author‘s declining relevance; for Auster the world of ideas and the 

imagination is profoundly scarred by the experience of real violence and so the written word can 

provide a form of mediation that allows us to re-encounter traumatic events without re-

experiencing them.  This is exemplified through the use of ekphrasis, or the verbal representation 

of images, that forms an allegorical relationship between contemporary hyperreal images and the 

capacity for novels to integrate them without reproducing them as images.  This form of allegory 

is a kind of dark version of the intertextual allegory in Roth‘s Operation Shylock.  Whereas Roth 

brings to light outside sources as a way of bolstering his persona‘s authority, Auster‘s narratives 

are more self-reliant, able to contain and buffer terrorist actions, keeping them out of view in an 

exercise of authorial purpose. 

 In sum, in the subsequent chapters, the ways in which Don DeLillo, Philip Roth, Richard 

Powers and Paul Auster allegorize authorship in their works is central to understanding 

contemporary American authorship.  Each uses terrorism and the figure of the terrorist as a foil 

for the potentially threatening and definitely threatened position of the literary author.  Recent 

studies of terrorism in novels tend to use literature to make sense of terrorism through its 

representation in the cultural imaginary.  By using terrorism as a means of discussing authorship, 

I read these writers as primarily aestheticizing the political, rather than politicizing the aesthetic.  

As such, each chapter centers on the way that particular allegorical formations speak to the 

relation of terrorism and authorship and argues that the way authorship is allegorized in these 

novels performs the construction of authorship itself.  Moreover, in choosing a period that runs 

approximately from 1990 to the present day, this study captures figurations of authorship at a 

particularly interesting moment.  Writing in the context of the now dominant theorizations of the 
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postmodern and the nascent ideas about what might succeed that period, these writers differently 

represent themselves and their practice, providing suggestive evidence about the ways that the 

author in this transitional period of literary history is evolving.   
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Chapter 2 

Definitions:  From Don DeLillo’s Mao II to Falling Man 

 This project begins with Don DeLillo because he has made terrorism one of his great 

themes.  In the last two decades of American literary engagement with the subject of terrorism, 

DeLillo‘s Mao II (1991) and Falling Man (2007) stand out as two of the most commented upon 

novels of the interval period that consists of the terrorist novel of the 1990s and the growing spate 

of post-9/11 fiction.  What this chapter aims to do is to use the thematic concerns of Mao II and 

Falling Man as definitive examples of the terrorist novel of the 1990s and the post-9/11 novel, 

setting the trajectory for this project‘s movement from the early 1990s up to the present day.  

 What makes DeLillo‘s Mao II so useful is that it programmatically defines the terms for a 

cultural debate drawn out of anxieties about the role of literary author in the increasingly 

televisual media ecology at the end of the twentieth century.  What has made DeLillo, for many, 

seem prophetic in working with this subject is that the figure he chose to embody that threat came 

not from within the United States‘ media establishment, but as a violent reaction to the culture 

from without.  Mao II asks us to relate to the author as a figure in crisis and under threat from 

terrorist acts that drive a culture obsessed with violent spectacle.  Terrorism in this novel is not 

dealt with as a political tactic or as representative of a definable group.  It rather acts as a foil for 

thinking about contemporary authorship, its challenges helping to find the weak spots and 

potential strengths of an outdated form of authorship trying to adapt to new cultural norms.  Mao 

II is fundamentally an author-centric text, a melancholic dramatization of the dissolution of the 

modernist author amid the pyrrhic successes of those author-figures who traffic in images rather 

than words.   
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 Some twenty years later, our continuing obsession with spectacles of terrorist attacks and 

famous terrorist figures in the wake of 9/11 confirmed DeLillo‘s hypothesis, but it also changed 

American literature in interesting ways.  Instead of predicting the next catastrophe, the demand 

that authors write in response to 9/11 requires a retrospective stance that both dramatizes and 

works through the cultural trauma that inheres in a post-9/11 context.  From 1991 to 2007, I 

argue, there has been a shift in the treatment of the author as the entry point when thinking about 

the ―real‖ represented in the novel to the idea of the author as arbiter of how much reality the text 

can bear.  Increasing concerns about the ethical in literature are responsible for this shift from 

postmodern questions about literature and the possibilities of agency in the 1990s to the role of 

literature as a coping mechanism in the aftermath of momentous acts and events.   

2.1 Coming to the Terms of the Terrorist Novel: Mao II 

Don DeLillo‘s uncanny ability to reflect trends in American culture long before they 

come to pass have made him a prophetic figure, particularly after the publication of Mao II 

(1991), which has since, predictably enough, become the object of increasing critical attention, 

particularly by those attempting to define fiction in the post 9/11 context.  In the opposition of the 

terrorist and the author, DeLillo distils two of his key literary concerns: the plotting of lone men 

in rooms and the harnessing of crowds by charismatic individuals.  The novel suggests that the 

past cultural importance of authors – their ability to capture the public‘s attention – has been 

supplanted by the newfound attention that terrorists demand in the post-Cold War era.  Bill Gray, 

the novel‘s reclusive Salinger- or Pynchon-esque author, is represented as both similar and yet 

ultimately opposed to the terrorist.  Both live in seclusion, surrounded by a coterie of committed 

followers, authoring actions that hope to capture the collective mind of the masses.  But what 

makes this dysfunctional pairing of terrorists and authors so compelling throughout the novel is 
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that at the same time as authors and terrorists are allegorically interrelated, this interpretive 

structure is repeatedly brought into crisis by showing authorship to no longer be a monolithic 

term, but rather one that has been exploded into a series of fragmentary positions.  

 In so doing, the terrorist, as figured in Mao II, is not so much the newly dominant 

formation of the author-function as guarantor of the longevity of the literary author, precisely 

because of the differing relationship to the real world of politics that terrorist action represents in 

a way that literary writing only gestures toward.  Mao II is a novel crowded with ―author figures‖ 

that include Mao, the Reverend Moon, Andy Warhol, the novelist Bill Gray and the terrorist Abu 

Rashid, to give an abbreviate list.  Each, in his own way, represents two central theses about how 

authorship is constructed by the relationship between publicity and power.  First, the maintenance 

of the author figure requires the construction of the public persona at the cost of the effacement of 

the private, physical self and the risk that those who follow these ―great men‖ will likewise lose 

their individuality in their devotion to the ―author-god.‖  Mao II consolidates these varied author 

figures into a central dichotomy: the author and the terrorist.  The way the novel does this is not 

simply to make the comparison metaphorical (authors and terrorists are like each other in 

different ways), but rather, as I suggested in my introduction, to indicate that in these terrorist 

novels the author-function itself is allegorically constructed.  Bill Gray‘s ultimate understanding 

of authorship as both an aesthetic articulation of personality and the political capacity of 

representation to democratize authoritarian conditions is constructed through the allegorical 

relationship between authors and terrorists that the novel develops. 

The author‘s plot and the terrorist plot become a mutually reinforcing allegory toward a 

single end.  In other words, if allegory constructs the author function it does so in only one 

direction.  Mao II uses terrorism to allegorize authorship, to construct its authority in opposition 
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to a seemingly dominant source in the culture, terrorism, and not vice versa.  The terrorist Abu 

Rashid and spokesperson George Haddad each articulate the role of the terrorist as one that is 

consonant with a model of authorship and celebrity that Bill Gray is both identified with and 

resists.  Bill Gray comes to articulate his own vision of authorship as he becomes embroiled in the 

machinations surrounding a kidnapping plot and as he finally begins a new novel, imagining the 

plight of the writer held hostage whose release he is trying to secure.  Briefly, the grounds of 

comparison involve the mutual figuration of authors and terrorists as ―lone men in rooms‖ whose 

cultural significance is a complex interplay between an enforced isolation and attempts by their 

public relations representatives – both George Haddad and Charles Everson, Bill‘s publisher – to 

draw them out for public consumption.  Points of conflict arise around a conceptual divide 

between a position of transcendence or immanence in relation to the classic DeLillo 

preoccupation with crowds.  Rashid and Haddad see the terrorist as a type of ―great man‖ in the 

mould of Mao, but also represented by Khomeini and Sun Myung Moon.  Such a figure 

transcends the crowd by controlling it, a quasi-fascist subsuming of the masses to the individual.  

Bill and his assistant Karen see the author as a more democratic figure whose public image is 

absorbed by the crowds, but which never captures the essential immanent, physical qualities of 

the individual. 

Indeed, Mao II begins with a crowd of couples marching into Yankee Stadium for a 

Moonie mass wedding, told from the perspective of the father of one of the brides-to-be.  Like the 

marriage ceremony – ―Here they come, marching into the American sunlight.  They are grouped 

in twos‖ (3) – Mao II is a crowd of twos, a novel whose bipartite structure is matched by its 

paired figures and themes.  Mao II’s first part introduces Bill Gray and his two assistants – Scott 

Martineau and Karen – to Brita Nilsson, who photographs and interviews authors.  In the second, 
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Bill travels to Beirut, risking his life to take the place of the Swiss poet Jean-Claude Julien who is 

held hostage by Abu Rashid and his organization.  In the meantime, Scott deals with Bill‘s 

absence by obsessively organizing his archive while Karen wanders the streets of a New York 

that uncannily resembles Beirut.  Bill never makes it to Rashid‘s hideout and dies, stripped of his 

identity, in the desert.  Karen and Scott, uncertain of their future, go back to curating Bill‘s 

archive.  Meanwhile Brita, whose interests have switched from authors to terrorists, travels to 

Beirut to photograph Abu Rashid.  In the epilogue she witnesses a wedding that she mistakes for 

a battle in the streets of Beirut that is paired with the novel‘s prologue, which recounts Karen‘s 

Moonie wedding in Yankee Stadium.   

 These dichotomies of terrorist/hostage and author, Beirut and New York have 

consistently been key critical entry points in the scholarship on the novel.  This east-west divide 

is crucial for Richard Hardack (2004), who argues that DeLillo is the postmodern terminus in a 

line of white male American writers caught between an isolating individualism and the dangers of 

diffusion in the mass or crowd.  In his analysis of Mao II, Hardack relies on Edward Said‘s 

Orientalism (1979) to suggest that the image of the terroristic foreign mass is ultimately a product 

of the Western imaginary.
4
  DeLillo‘s established place as a postmodern writer has led to a 

                                                      

4
Although it is important for Hardack that Bill be able to stand in for the ―individualist white 

writer,‖  Bill Gray is never explicitly racialized as white in the novel.  His name is notably ―Gray‖ 

and he is photographed in black and white.  The only suggestions of his racial identity gesture 

towards an identity that is other than white.  Scott describes the store in front of which he meets 

Karen as having a ―funny word on it, the Indian word […] Ha-Hush-Kah.  A Bill Gray touch‖ 

(83).  We are also told that Bill ―like to recite place names that carried the ghost music of remote 

terrain, hamlets that sat in a summer buzz under the Indian sky‖ (184).  In a more suggestive 

scene, at a party, near the novel‘s end, ―Bill thought he saw his book across the room, obese and 

lye-splashed, the face an acid spatter, zipped up and decolored‖ (210).  Then,  just after this 

vision of his face on the book jacket as  ―decolored,‖ presuming, of course, that it once had some 

colour, Bill notices ―a weird little man in whiteface‖ (211) who sings ―Mack the Knife‖ by Louis 

Armstrong.  Although these references do not conclusively prove Bill Gray to be non-white, what 

is important is not his racial identity, but rather its absence, which distils questions of identity out 
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tendency to read him through the work of Jean Baudrillard.  Peter Knight has noted that there has 

been a ―sudden rush of critical commentary eager to claim DeLillo as a homespun American 

theorist of postmodernism, a Baudrillard in a plaid shirt‖ (Cambridge 39; 2008).  DeLillo, it 

would seem, agrees with Baudrillard‘s later argument that we are beyond the age of revolutions, 

integrated into a global system that no longer experiences existential crises, only interruptions 

(Intelligence of Evil 127), only for DeLillo the danger is that these ruptures nonetheless have 

totally captured the imagination of the American public.  For Baudrillard acts of terrorism may 

not exist as legitimate crises, but their impact for DeLillo is in the potential of the terrorist act to 

hold the public in thrall.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, in the scholarship on Mao II terrorism becomes 

a foil for standard postmodernist queries about the possibility of agency where the terrorist act is 

able to become an ―irrevocable event‖ (Wilcox 104; 2006) or ―definitive act‖ (Wilcox 103).  In 

Ryan  Simmons‘s article, ―What is a Terrorist?‖(1999) – a play on Foucault‘s ―What Is an 

Author?‖ – he puts a more positive spin on Bill Gray‘s dilemma, asking whether terrorism can, 

like ―writing, once itself a powerful tool for the powerless, hold on to this  function, at least 

partially?‖ (675).  However, the attempt to see in terrorism a solution to typically vexed questions 

about agency, the terrorist taking up some form of lost romantic authorship, is problematized as a 

result of the ―way that the idea of ‗authorship‘ in the United States has become complicated by 

factors that both DeLillo‘s characters and commentators […] associate with terrorism‖ (676).  

Peter  Baker (1994) takes a less sympathetic approach to the author-terrorist pairing in his article 

on the terrorist as interpreter, which uses a comparative approach, comparing the postmodernity 

of Mao II with Neil Jordan‘s film ―The Crying Game‖ and Thomas Pynchon‘s novel Vineland. 

                                                                                                                                                              

of the issues of authorship that DeLillo is concerned with so that he can focus on the political 

formations of American authorship as allegorized through terrorism. 
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It is under the force of this at times incompatible pairing of the author and the terrorist 

that Mao II explodes already fragmented notions of authorship in order to trace the divergent 

trajectories of a term that has become increasingly inchoate in the postmodern and contemporary 

contexts.  The novel is an exploration of the limits of contemporary conceptions of who and what 

an author is at a time when the very term in the American imaginary is in crisis.  Just as 

importantly, Mao II makes a strong argument for the deployment of authorship as an allegorical 

paradigm for understanding the construction of political and religious authority.  In the political 

context of the early 1990s and beyond it is a truism that terrorism increasingly became the new 

and amorphous counterpoint to America geopolitical authority.  Mao II  not only shows the ways 

in which the author loses control over authorship, but also studies the development of the 

terrorist‘s cultural profile, which threatens the DeLillean author precisely because the terrorist is 

beginning to accrue authorial features in the culture.  In so doing, the novel centers on a series of 

thematic flashpoints that include publication (celebrity/recluse), the opposition and conflation of 

words and deeds, print technology (word processor/typewriter), political involvement (the author 

and terrorist as making ―raids on human consciousness‖), preservation and posterity (history and 

the archive/body and lived experience), and personality (‗great men‘/crowd), to name only some 

of the most prominent.  It is the absent central term that binds these dichotomies and traces the 

contours of contemporary authorship, not as the dead writing subject of poststructuralist 

discourse, but as an epistemological compromise between how authors make themselves known 

and how we come to choose to know them.  Through its comparative structures (Beirut/New 

York, terrorist/author, etc.), Mao II is fundamentally allegorical in a postmodern sense; namely, it 

does not come to tell us exactly what authorship is by way of terrorism, but by showing terrorism 

and authorship as allegorically related, as mutually informing, the novel sketches how we come to 
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interpret these figures as such.  This is both allegory at its most pointed – in using the terrorist 

plot to inform the author plot – and at its most ambiguous – in telling us about interpretation 

itself, how we come to know a category that is both as allusive and elusive as authorship. 

2.2 Personality (“great men”/crowd) 

The paired prologue and epilogue to the novel work in similar ways, fixing different 

individual positions in relation to crowds.  The prologue, ―At  Yankee Stadium,‖ is a complex 

interplay between belonging and alienation where Karen‘s parents try to make sense of her mass-

wedding arranged by the ―Master,‖ Sun Myung Moon.  Moon represents what Roland Barthes 

would refer to as the theological conception of authorship, the author-god whose will leads to a 

reading practice, a making sense of the world, that subsumes the creativity or play of the 

individual reader to the interpretive closure of the authorial will.  In this opening scene Karen‘s 

presumed goal, the subsuming of the self to the Master (Sun Myung Moon) appears in keeping 

with the ominously prophetic last line: ―The future belongs to crowds‖ (16).  And so, the danger 

of crowds, the mindlessness of crowds, stems from the deification of one kind of individual 

authority at the expense of another.  But when Karen next appears in Part One, she is living an 

isolate existence with Bill Gray and Scott Martineau, perhaps subsumed to another Master, but 

one who is opposed to crowds.  

 ―At Yankee Stadium‖ provides the central dichotomies that define the novel.  The 

foreign Moon in the domestic space of Yankee Stadium, Karen as an individual participant who 

loses herself in the unifying chant, her parents as individual watchers lost in the mass of the 

audience, but most important are the dynamics of observing and observed.  Embedded in this 

scenario are the technologies of observation and of war.  Throughout the wedding, ―a gang of 

boys [..,] setting of firecrackers […] barrel bombs and ash cans booming along the concrete 
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ramps and sending people into self-protective spasms‖ (4), prefigures both the explosions in 

Beirut, and the destructive role of the children of Abu Rashid in the kidnapping of the Swiss poet.  

At the wedding, Rodge, Karen‘s father, ―adjusts the eyepiece lever and zooms to max power, 

hoping to see her features […] Rodge stays fixed to the binoculars‖ (4).  His observing is set 

alongside all of the photographers: 

There are as many people taking pictures as there are brides and grooms.  One of them 

for every one of us.  Clickety-click. […] They‘re here but also there, already in the 

albums and slide projectors, filling picture frames with their microcosmic bodies, the 

manikin selves they are trying to become. (10) 

Unlike Bill, for whom photography becomes a path towards publicizing his particular image, like 

Moon on the stage at Yankee Stadium, Karen‘s experience of being photographed is a diminution 

of the self into an image.  The way in which the individual is, using the technologies of publicity, 

reduced into an indiscernible part of the crowd reaches past the particularity of the Moonie 

wedding to speak to one of DeLillo‘s central tropes.  This is represented most prominently in the 

novel in the relationship between Chairman Mao and the  reproductions of Mao‘s image through 

various photographs and the Andy Warhol print ―Mao II.‖  Like Moon, Mao represents the model 

of the ―great man,‖ but what makes Mao more central is his coupling of authority and authorship.  

As George Haddad will later point out to Bill, ―In China, the narrative belonged to Mao. […] The 

cult of Mao was the cult of the book‖ (162).  Working through the ―great man‖/crowd dichotomy 

the novel is able to split these two forms of authority and authorship between Mao and Bill.  

Throughout Mao II, photography and the proliferation of the image of a singular figure of 

authority deifies a man only so that others may lose themselves in him.  What Bill represents is 

the way in which the proliferating image hollows out that man – the dehumanization into 
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abstraction that is the inevitable corollary to deification – and the uneasy relationship he feels 

between the way he defines himself as an author and the way others define themselves in relation 

to him.  Bill‘s reticent use of media is perhaps best expressed by Scott – Bill‘s assistant – who 

recognizes that ―Mao used photographs to announce his return and demonstrate his vitality, to 

reinspire the revolution.  Bill‘s picture was a death notice‖ (141). Bill‘s reclusiveness is a mode of 

self preservation whereby he, like Scott, comes to see modes of publication as the dissolution of 

that self. 

2.3 Publication (celebrity/recluse) 

The negative effects of publicity for the authorial persona are introduced in the first 

chapter of Part One, which opens with a travesty of the book industry.  Scott, preparing for Bill‘s 

re-entry into the public arena, visits a New York bookstore that depicts an industry unequally split 

between the showy profitability of mass-market books and the ―modern classics‖ section where 

he finds ―Bill Gray‘s two lean novels in their latest trade editions, a matched pair banded in 

austere umbers and rusts‖ (20).  Like the followers of Moon or Mao, the popular books are both 

objects of mass-production and the anonymous and innumerable participants in some quasi-

religious rite.  The ―gleaming best-sellers‖ are in ―theme displays,‖ stacked ―on the floor five feet 

high, arranged in artful patterns,‖ they are advertised in ―posters for book weeks‖ (19) and 

spilling out of ―shipping cartons, [patrons] stepping over books scattered on the floor‖ (20).  The 

novel as a mass consumer item is, like Moon or Mao, figured as a cult like object, ―standing on 

pedestals […and] in pyramids‖ (19).  In fact, just outside of the bookstore is a Warhol exhibit 

where a ―silk screen called Crowd‖ is set alongside ―a room filled with images of Chairman Mao.  

[….] floating nearly free of its photographic source‖ (21).  The image of the bookstore as both 

showroom and shipping port makes Scott ―slightly sick at times‖ and caters to shoppers who 
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miserably ―drifted through the store, appearing caught in some unhappy dazzlement‖ (19).  This 

set-piece of the materialist degradation of the publishing industry in Scott‘s admittedly idealistic 

eyes is then further compounded in a grotesque scene that recalls the separation of author and 

book.   

The bookstore as a site of authorial degradation – itself a longstanding literary trope – is 

most pointed when a near stand-in for the titular figure of Coleridge‘s ―Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner‖ with ―torn jacket come[s] stumbling in, great-maned and filthy, rimed saliva in his 

beard […] The man looked for someone to address‖ (20).  ―I‘m here to sign my books already,‖ 

he says, declaring himself to be an author, ―Bring me a pen so I can sign my books already‖ (20).  

Just as, prior to this scene, Scott ―check[s] the shelves for Bill‖ (20), in a conflation of the author 

with the material product, this ―Ancient Mariner‖ author figure‘s only identified clothing is his 

―torn jacket,‖ like some damaged book.  In Coleridge‘s poem, the wedding guest (here recalling 

the wedding that is recounted in the novel‘s prologue) tells the tale that the Ancient Mariner feels 

compelled to recount.  In Mao II, this wild author figure arrives, not to recount his story, but to 

sign his books.  If publication in the novel reduces the author to both a product and the spectacle 

of personality, it is captured in the book signing; personality is brought down to the zero-degree 

of the signature that in and of itself acts as the sign of authorial commodification; the signature 

increases the value of the book as product by reinforcing the link between author and work. 

This bookstore scene demonstrates three distinct forms of authorship that is each in its 

own way a product of the fragmented identity of the postmodern author.  There is Bill Gray, 

enthroned in the poor selling, but respectable reserve of ―modern classics,‖ and the bizarre 

Ancient Mariner figure‘s embarrassing attempt to thrust his person and signature upon a reticent 

public.  What is most telling is the third category, the best-sellers, which for all their ―raised 
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lettering‖ and ―lacquered and gilded‖ (19) covers are portrayed as nominally authorless.  Scott 

makes ―a point of checking authors‘ photos‖ of the books he wants, but only ―stared at the covers 

of mass-market books, running his fingertips erotically over the raised lettering‖ (19).  As anyone 

who has held a mass-market book – erotically or otherwise – will know, in many cases, the raised 

lettering that spells out the author‘s name is in a larger font than the title of the work.  The 

eroticism of the mass-market books‘ tumescent lettering is Scott‘s desire for Bill‘s fame, 

currently sequestered to the ubiquitous author‘s photo, to perhaps grow under Scott‘s handling of 

Bill‘s career. 

What these two modes of postmodern authorship – the low-culture best-seller and the 

high-culture literary novel – exhibit is the crisis the very term ―author‖ is brought to in 

postmodernism‘s attempt to collapse high and low forms of cultural production onto the quasi-

Marxist interpretive ground of capitalist cultural production. What the choice of a Coleridge 

poem in this opening scene represents is the inheritance from Romanticism of an increasingly 

incoherent conception of authorship.  The ideal of Romantic authorship constitutes the author as 

an aesthetically superior, but subversive or aloof figure who is also as fully engaged in the 

business of publishing as that of self-promotion.
5
  What Mao II illustrates in the first few pages of 

Part One is the way in which the postmodern author can no longer contain multitudes, as it were, 

but who instead has been subdivided into a number of postmodern authors all contained in the 

literary supermarket of the bookstore. 

                                                      

5
 To oversimplify, this is the Wordsworth whose heightened poetic sensitivity yields moments of 

transcendent aestheticism, the Wordsworth who made speeches in parliament about copyright 

legislation and the Wordsworth whose autobiographical ―Prelude‖ helped to form a popular 

conception of the authorial persona. 
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2.4 Aura: The Currency of Authorship 

What Mao II posits as the common ground upon which one can differentiate between 

these forms of postmodern authorship and authority is ―aura,‖ which acts as an obscure form of 

cultural currency in the novel.  It is important to note that this conception of aura – made 

significant in DeLillo criticism as a result of the famous ―most photographed barn in America‖ 

scene from White Noise (1986) – is not consonant with Walter Benjamin‘s conception of the aura 

described in his widely cited essay ―The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction‖ 

(1968).  For Benjamin, ―that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of 

the work of art [...] the technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain 

of tradition‖ (221).  In other words, aura is a mystical feeling of authenticity that the 

mechanization of reproduction effectively eliminates.  DeLillo‘s conception of aura is 

diametrically opposed to Benjamin‘s.  For DeLillo, aura is the intangible and transient 

significance given to everything that is mediated, reproduced, staged, constructed.  Laura Barrett 

likewise points out that unlike Benjamin‘s modernist conception of the aura, what we are dealing 

with here is a ―postmodern aura‖ that,  

contrary to Benjamin‘s prediction, […] the publication of the long-awaited images that 

Brita produces will not deflate the aura; they will augment it. In fact, postmodern aura is 

achieved by replication no less than by invisibility [...] In an ironic reversal of 

Benjamin‘s theory, the aura is only endangered by another book, another singular work 

of art. (792) 

This question of aura and the reproducibility of the image, becomes tied, as it is for Hardack, to 

the typical DeLillean opposition between the individual and the crowd.   For Barrett, this is 

emblematic of a broader thematic operant in American literature: ―Perhaps the point is that in 
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America, experience has always been replicated, even before photography. The loss of 

individuality so tragic and comic in DeLillo is an enduring national phenomenon‖ (806; 1999).  

What Barrett‘s article is able to do is to nationally code the particular postmodernity of Mao II 

that associates this general loss of individuality with the specific concerns of postmodern 

authorship.  Although some do consider postmodernism a particularly American phenomenon, 

Mao II, if not by its title alone, but also in the way it discusses aura, is clearly referring to 

something that is a characteristic of American culture, but that is able to transcend it.  Indeed, of a 

number of conceptually dualist conversations that are the rhetorical cornerstones of the novel, the 

first,  between Bill Gray and the photographer Brita Nilsson, moves toward a definition of aura 

that is particularly useful in thinking about an American mode of authorship. 

 Scott‘s third stop after the bookstore and the Warhol exhibit is to pick up Brita Nilsson, 

an itinerant photographer of authors who, as she describes it, 

prefer[s] to search out writers who remain obscure. […] A planetary record.  For me, it‘s 

a form of knowledge and memory.  I‘m furnishing my own kind of witness.  I try to do it 

systematically, country by country [….] I eliminate [her own] technique and personal 

style to the degree that this is possible. […] The writer‘s face is the surface of the work.  

It‘s a clue to the mystery inside. (25, 26) 

In this last thought Brita appears to be toying with Andy Warhol‘s statement that ―If you want to 

know all about Andy Warhol, just look at the surface: of my paintings and films and me, and 

there I am. There‘s nothing behind it.‖  Brita instead suggests that there is something behind the 

face, even if she cannot entirely articulate what that is.  As their interview progresses, she 

overcomes her expectations of what she had imagined Bill to look like and eventually ―Bill was 

slowly beginning to make sense to her, to look reasonably like his work‖ (39).  Jeffrey Karnicky, 
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in ―Wallpaper Mao: Don DeLillo, Andy Warhol, and Seriality‖ (2001) argues that Nilsson‘s later 

reaction to Warhol‘s Gorby I, reveals a ―fear [that] stems from the painting‘s statement about ‗the 

dissolvability of the artist‘ and its ability to ‗fuse images‘ and to ‗steal auras.‘  Nilsson fears the 

loss of the artist‘s individuality and originality, the artist‘s place as referent of his or her work‖ 

(341).  As such, the element of her project that may be brought into crisis by her encounter with 

Bill is her presumed objectivity, whereby she sees a connection between the author and work, 

which is at this point untroubled by her own self-admittedly impossible ideal of effacing herself 

from her own work.   

Until Brita arrives, we are led to believe that Bill essentially is in agreement with Scott‘s 

conception of the function of authorial aura, that ―Bill gained celebrity by doing nothing. [...and 

publication] would be the end of Bill as a myth, a force‖ (52).  For Scott, Bill‘s authorial presence 

grows the more he conceals himself.  As he is aware, the productive machine of postmodern 

culture is one that can run on absence as much as presence.  Bill follows through with the logic of 

authorship he has seen emerge during and after the publication of this two books: 

I‘ve become someone‘s material.  Yours, Brita.  There‘s life and there‘s the consumer 

event.  Everything around us tends to channel our lives toward some final reality in print 

or on film.  Two lovers quarrel in the back of a taxi and a question becomes implicit in 

the event.  Who will write the book and who will play the lovers in the movie?  

Everything seeks its own heightened version.  Or put it this way.  Nothing happens until 

it‘s consumed.  Or put it this way.  Nature has given way to aura.  A man cuts himself 

shaving and someone is signed up to write the biography of the cut.  All the material in 

every life is channeled into the glow.  Here I am in your lens.  Already I see myself 

differently.  Twice over or once removed. (43-4) 
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Bill clearly sees lived experience as a conception of nature that is set against the aura that comes 

from the different forms that mediate life.  Bill is coming to describe a crisis of self-

consciousness, an existential malaise whereby he understands the ways in which the subject is 

constructed and yet is unable to fully reconcile himself to this fact.  Bill‘s uninterrogated 

conceptions of nature and life are challenged in this novel; life does not necessarily exist apart 

from culture, just as nature never had an essence to lose to a conception of aura in the first place.  

For Bill, there is a clear difference between what could be called the democratic conception he 

has of authorship, available to any amateur, and this sense that ―[a]ll the material in every life is 

channeled into the glow.‖  Surely there are very few people whose shaving cuts would have 

biographies written about them.  This shaving cut itself is a suggestive, if hyperbolic, symbol, in 

that the very act that attempts to maintain a manicured image violently opens up the individual to 

consumption by media.  The image captures the narrative of exposure that runs through Mao II in 

which the reclusive author‘s attempts to reenter public life are marred by moments of violence.  

Moreover, it is suggestive of the other central theme of his conversation with Brita and of the 

novel as a whole; namely, the violences real and metaphorical through which the novel comes to 

allegorize authors and terrorists as two mutually informing figures in the American cultural 

imaginary. 

2.5 Author as Terrorist: “raids on human consciousness” 

 The author as terrorist is first alluded to by Brita, whose trip to Bill‘s house makes her 

―feel as if I‘m being taken to see some terrorist chief at his secret retreat in the mountains‖ (27).  

Brita continues this metaphorizing of the violence of isolation in keeping with her role as a 

publicizing agent, like Bill‘s publisher, who see the authors as only threatened by their own 
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solipsistic ideas. In a key passage describing Brita‘s reaction to Bill as she photographs him, she 

notes that 

He didn‘t seem to be putting across his own picture, his idea of what he wanted to look 

like or who he wanted to be for the next hour or two. [...]  They all thought they were 

bungling and desolate and tormented but none of them ever wanted to do anything else 

but write and each believed that the only person who might possibly be worse off was 

another writer somewhere and when one of them mixed too many brandies and little 

violet pills or placed the nozzle of a revolver just behind the ear, the other felt both sorry 

and acknowledged. (38-9) 

Brita‘s conception of authorial sympathy becomes strangely prescient as it is the ―nozzle of a 

revolver just behind the ear‖ of the Swiss poet held hostage by Abu Rashid that finally compels 

Bill to re-enter public life.  Ambiguously, the image of a gun pointed at his head may also 

prefigure the way that Bill‘s trip to find Abu Rashid is an essentially suicidal gesture as he is 

given no guarantee that he will not be killed in place of the hostage.  When Bill does die, it is not 

at the hands of a terrorist bomb or from the bullet from the muzzle of Abu Rashid‘s revolver.  

That threat is there and it is real, but it is Bill‘s own neglect of his person and his newfound desire 

to act in the present without a sense of future self-preservation that leads to his death.  Bill 

literalizes his position in the culture as hostage to the spectacle of terrorist acts by going to 

exchange himself for Abu Rashid‘s captive.  He abandons an attempt to imagine the hostage 

through fiction and gives up his allegorical connection to the terrorist.  His trip to Beirut, this 

final act, allegorically aligns himself instead with the silenced hostage.  It is a self-abnegating 

gesture.  Likewise, for Brita, the writer is a passive, self-possessed, self-loathing creature who is 

unable to act in the world.  She looks for a parallel between author and work, to ―fit the body to 
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the books‖ (39), but Bill is unusual is his lack of commitment to this ritual of recognition.  

Instead, Brita and Bill discover common cause in the ―terrible price for this wretched hiding‖ 

(45).   

 These author figures are like terrorists,  Bill is figured as the terrorist in hiding, Brita is 

the terrorist covertly crossing borders.  The few days she is not travelling are the ―certain days 

when I‘m not thinking terror‖ (40-1).  It is in this context that Brita raises the issue of terrorism 

with Bill as when she travels she is as worried about being the victim of a terrorist attack as she is 

of being accused of being a terrorist herself.  When travelling she ―never sit[s] near windows in 

case of flying glass […] And I use codes in my address book for names and addresses of writers‖ 

(41).  However, Bill does not include her when he makes one of the novel‘s defining statements, 

figuring authors as redundant cultural terrorists, explaining that  

There‘s a curious knot that binds novelists and terrorists.  In the West we become famous 

effigies as our books lose the power to shape and influence.  Do you ask your writers how 

they feel about this?  Years ago I used to think it was possible for novelists to alter the 

inner life of the culture.  Now bomb-makers and gunmen have taken that territory.  They 

make raids on human consciousness.  What writers used to do before we were all 

incorporated. (41) 

This ―curious knot‖ is the defining authorial statement from Bill.  The general consensus that 

seems to exist is that writers have lost their capacity to influence society, though as other critics 

have pointed out, it does bear asking to what degree they ever had this influence.  The locus of 

authorial influence, this ―inner life of culture,‖ is also intensely ambiguous for being so outdated.  

Bill, as a holdout stand-in for the defunct modernist author, is fixated on a depth model of culture 

where one can hope to penetrate to the culture‘s essence by contributing to the high art that, for 
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him, defines it.  Bill sees the author as one who makes ―raids on human consciousness‖ and 

conquers ―territory,‖ using a metaphorical language that seems to have already been incorporated 

by the logic of violence and geography that terrorism contains.  In Mao II the terrorist represents 

both an implicit and explicit threat for Bill Gray.  The overt threat is that terrorists represent a 

new authorial ability to tap into the public imagination, that their acts, as Slavoj Žižek would 

suggest, are the concretion of fantasies of destruction that circulate in American culture, most 

prominently through disaster films.  The implicit threat for Bill is not that this represents the 

death of the author as such, but rather that terrorists represent a newly dominant conception of 

cultural relevance and a model of the author as a cultural participant and not an isolate observer 

or hieratic idol.  In other words, being ―incorporated‖ is only worrisome when you worry about 

how far from the corporate mass you can remain.  Bill‘s eventual reconciliation with a 

postmodern sensibility that no longer recognizes the modernist model of authorship Bill initially 

champions is the driving force behind the narrative.  Bill comes out of seclusion and begins to 

travel, with the eventual goal of encountering the terrorist Abu Rashid and taking the place of his 

hostage. 

 For all of the supposed agency of the terrorist, it is telling that Bill begins to conflate the 

terrorist act and the means by which it is publicized.  As Bill comes to realize, there is no easy 

division between the individual actor and the agency of publicity, which is why Brita, who takes 

Bill‘s photograph, is not included as an author figure in his split between writers and terrorists.  

For Bill, ―we‘re giving way to terror, to news of terror, to tape records and cameras, to radios, to 

bombs stashed in radios.  News of disaster is the only narrative people need. The darker the news, 

the grander the narrative‖ (42).  As a photographer, Brita is part of the apparatus that allows terror 

to be effective in an almost Lyotardan mode whereby the efficiency of technologies of publicity 
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enacts a form of closure, limiting peoples‘ desire to think beyond the grand narrative of the ―news 

of disaster.‖  Bill sees these modes of publicity and terrorism aligned against him, believing that 

―[t]he more books they publish, the weaker we become.  The secret force that drives the industry 

is the compulsion to make writers harmless‖ (47).  Without the ―news of terror,‖ terrorists could 

never have taken the territory that authors once held, which is why Bill stayed away from these 

modes of publicity.  The way in which technology structures expression is specifically linked to 

terrorism in the second part of Mao II, most pointedly in Bill‘s conversation with the terrorist 

spokesperson George Haddad.  Haddad asks Bill a number of times whether he uses a word 

processor, explaining that ―I couldn‘t conceivably operate without one. […] I find the machine 

helps me organize my thoughts‖ (137).  In their next meeting, Haddad again begins their 

conversation with the word processor because of its ability to perform 

[i]nstant corrections […] The text is lightweight, malleable.  It doesn‘t restrict or inhibit.  

If you‘re having any trouble with the book you‘re doing, a word processor can make a 

vast difference [….] There‘s a new model that Panasonic makes and I absolutely swear 

by it.  It‘s completely liberating.  You don‘t have to deal with heavy settled artifacts.  

You transform freely, fling words back and forth. [….] A word processor.  The keyboard 

action is effortless.  I promise you.  This is something you dearly need.  (161, 164, 170) 

Haddad and DeLillo are here in touch with the now well-accepted premise that technology is a 

non-neutral component in expression.  It is a sentiment that has been articulated many times by 

the phenomenologist Don Ihde, from his Consequences of Phenomenology (1986) to his 1990 

book, Technology and the Lifeworld, where he succinctly explains that ―[t]o embody one‘s praxis 

through technologies is ultimately an existential relation with the world‖ (72).  There are two 

essential connections between the praxis of terrorism and the technology of the word processor.  
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The first is the sense of terrorism used by Lyotard whereby technology alters the means by which 

expression can come about – the way the machine organizes his thoughts – and which is 

characterized here by the airy malleability of the word processed text as opposed to Bill‘s 

weighty written or typewritten word.  The second relates to Haddad and Rashid‘s conception of 

history, that is fully explored in Part Two of the novel.  For them, history is a thing that terrorist 

should not be shackled by, but instead their model of the ―great man‖ is a charismatic leader, like 

Mao, who has the authorial capacity to rewrite history, to deploy grand narratives rather than be 

incredulous of them.  A willingness to rewrite history is clearly not in keeping with Bill‘s 

assistant, Scott, whom Bill has allowed to cultivate a growing archive that acts as a definitive 

historical record of sorts.  Another example of this connection between praxis technologies of 

expression and terrorism occurs when Bill leaves Brita an extended phone message: 

Do you know how strange it is for me to sit here talking to a machine?  I feel like a TV 

set left on in an empty room. […] I imagine you‘re always catching up with messages.  

Accessing your machine from distant sites.  There‘s a lot of violence in that phrase.  

‗Accessing your machine.‘  You need a secret code if I‘m not mistaken.  You enter your 

code in Brussels and blow up a building in Madrid. (91) 

For George Haddad, word processed text was not just about malleability, but about visual form, 

the way in which moving the text on the screen does violence to the idea of a text as the 

concretion of a writer‘s voice.  This is perhaps why Bill ―feel[s] like a TV set,‖ but the 

relationship between the two is that they share a roughly poststructuralist model of textuality, 

mobile and not necessarily connected to the presence of the writer‘s voice and self.  What is most 

notable about these examples is how they focus on the technological mediation of verbal 

communication and publication, the only televisual images are unseen ones.  For Bill, the 
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answering machine is about temporal flattening, the power of the verbal performance of 

―accessing‖ to occur at a distance, with explosive consequences.  The answering machine here is 

the technological wish fulfillment of Bill‘s authorial ambition to realize the efficacy of words.  

Although it is at this point in history that Jean Baudrillard would suggest that the hyperreality of 

images and not words took hold by this point, I will argue in the following section that this is a 

much more contemporary phenomenon.  In relating a terrorist act to something as mundane as a 

word processor or an answering machine, the use of technologies of publication in the novel 

highlights a fundamental relationship between words and deeds that was once a dominant 

conception of what terrorism meant to the Western world before the hyperreality of 9/11 imagery 

took hold of the national cultural imaginary. 

2.6 Words and Deeds 

 As Walter Laqueur, the author of some of the most canonical works on the history of 

terrorism, has pointed out, ―terrorism was always, to a large extent, about public relations and 

propaganda (―Propaganda by Deed‖ had been the slogan in the nineteenth century)‖ (ix).  

Scholars of the relationship between media and terrorism, such as Jeffrey D. Simon, have marked 

the late 1980s and the early 1990s as a defining juncture in the changing relationship between 

terrorism and the media.  Simon traces this relationship directly to the rise of CNN as ―[i]t would 

not be until the 1985 TWA hijacking that CNN demonstrated what an all-news, all-the-time, live 

television network could do in a terrorism episode‖ (287).  This narrative reaches its climax at the 

point ―[w]hen U.S. aircraft bombed Baghdad on the evening  of January 16, 1991, it signaled not 

only the beginning of the Gulf War, but also a new plateau for television reporting in general and 

CNN in particular‖ (288).  Given that Simon‘s CNN narrative and the writing of Mao II are 

coterminous, it is inescapable that the ways in which terrorism helped to drive new forms of news 
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media are directly connected to the portrayal of ―terror news‖ as the prime threat to the author‘s 

cultural relevance in the last decade of the twentieth century.  By privileging CNN, it may appear 

contradictory to associate words and deeds, as opposed to images and deeds, with the cultural 

moment of the early 1990s, but the defining moment of CNN‘s reporting on the Gulf War 

suggests otherwise.  

 From Howard Kurtz‘s article in The Washington Post, ―On Television Gunfire Is Heard, 

but Not Seen; Cable Network News Scores Coup With Telephone Hookup; Other Networks‘ 

Lines Go Dead,‖ from January 17
th
, 1991: 

In an age of instant television pictures, Americans learned last night from the muffled 

sound of gunfire, broadcast radio-style over unchanging screens, that the war against Iraq 

had begun. 

 In those first uncertain moments, as people around the world gathered in front of 

television sets, there were only verbal accounts […] As the evening wore on, CNN 

offered more of the same: the sound of bombing, another lull, then more bombing, with 

the reporters pausing so that viewers could hear for themselves the sounds of war. 

 ―It feels like we‘re in the center of hell,‖ Shaw said at 8:20 p.m. 

 At 8:33 p.m., CNN had lost phone contact with Baghdad. It was restored minutes 

later. The correspondents explained that they had been trying to avoid hotel security 

agents. 

 ―For about 20 minutes, I‘ve been hiding under a table,‖ Shaw said. (Kurtz) 

By all accounts, the importance of the live event during the coverage of the Gulf War inaugurated 

the most important shift in the televisual reception of news since the Vietnam War.  It has since 

become known as CNN‘s ―Defining Moment‖ or The CNN Moment.  What makes this moment 



 

77 

 

in a Baghdad hotel so important is not just its place in the history of news media, but the way that 

this scene precisely articulates the anxiety of the news media author figure, the anchor.  It is not 

coincidental that the triumph of 24/7 television news should come without pictures, because the 

essence of it is audible:  ―viewers could hear for themselves.‖  Although much is made of the way 

that CNN and others produced and thereby shaped the reality of the Gulf War, one cannot 

overemphasize the difference between the Gulf War‘s live event and images of 9/11.  Those 

watching the news when the second plane hit the World Trade Center towers saw it happen in the 

Baudrillardean sense of the hyperreal.  This sense of ―seeing it actually happen‖ is articulated in 

the final chapter of this project where, in Paul Auster‘s Man in the Dark, the traumatizing impact 

of witnessing a horrific act is not buffered by the mediation of the screen.  For all of, and perhaps 

because of, its production values, CNN‘s coverage was, even at the time, understood to be 

something less than viewers seeing it as though they were actually there. 

 In fact, what makes the CNN Moment so powerful is a product of a willingness to 

continue the ―live event‖ even when the visualizing technology, which would be ubiquitous by 

9/11, had failed.  What this moment reveals is the appeal that DeLillo in Mao II and Philip Roth 

in Operation Shylock capture: the author figure in crisis.  Bernard Shaw‘s vulnerability, hiding 

under the table, describing what he and the viewer are mutually hearing, promotes a greater 

identification with the anchor than with a traditional journalist.  The news anchor verbally 

presents the news, giving it narrative shape.  What the metafictional play and the use of authors as 

characters achieves in postmodern fiction is the frisson of, however provisionally, transcending 

the frame, that narrative shape, and getting access to the person shaping it as they shape it.  One 

thing cut from Kurtz‘s rendering of the CNN Moment in The Washington Post is precisely an 

example of this slippage on the part of Shaw that exceeds the paradox of viewers hearing it for 



 

78 

 

themselves.  The opening clause of Shaw‘s 8:20 p.m. statement that ―It feels like we‘re in the 

center of hell,‖ was: ―Obviously I‘ve never been there, but‖ (White 132).  It is only with this 

ludicrous opener that Shaw‘s position makes complete sense in its paradoxical attempt to give an 

objective account in the manner of the news anchor, but doing so to qualify a personal, colloquial 

expression, it feeling like hell.  His statement expresses the shift from the mannered ―I‖ of the 

authorial persona of the anchor to the shared ―we‖ of Shaw sharing this experience both with the 

other CNN crew in the room, and with the viewers who are, in their own way, there with him.  

What this historical moment in the development of televisual media points to is the relationship 

between technology and the self that Don Ihde stresses when he suggests that ―[t]o embody one‘s 

praxis through technologies is ultimately an existential relation with the world‖ (Technology 72).  

In other words, author figures brought into crisis reveal the paradoxical relationship between the 

private self and the mechanisms and performances of publicity that construct the public persona.  

The necessity of ensuring the event was live despite being transmitted over the phone showed 

Shaw‘s performance of authority to consist of an uneasy performance of news anchor objectivity 

attempting to contain the colloquial expression of the private self that viewers relate to.  

 It is in Part Two of Mao II, in discussions with both Bill Gray‘s publisher, Charlie 

Everson, and the terrorist spokesperson, George Haddad, that terrorism both uses and brings into 

crisis the performance of publicity that challenges and defines Bill‘s mode of authorship in the 

postmodern period.  Although the novel is not overly plotted, it does follow a narrative of 

exposure for Bill.  This continues in the second half with a meeting with Charlie Everson, who 

differentiates between types of literary authors, reminiscent of the varied types of authorship in 

the novel‘s initial bookstore scene.  For Charlie authors come in different breeds, some more 

political than others.  He explains that Bill 
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think[s] the writer belongs at the far margin, doing dangerous things.  [...]  Every 

government, every group that holds power or aspires to power should feel so threatened 

by writers that they hunt them down, everywhere [... but] You‘re not the hermit, the 

woodsman-writer, you‘re not the crank with a native vision.  You‘re the hunted man.  

You don‘t write political novels or books steeped in history but you still feel the clamor 

at your back. This is the conflict, Bill. (97, 102) 

What Charlie so clearly articulates is what I believe is the novel‘s underlying definition of 

authorship at this point in American literature.  For Charlie, authorship is a set of fragmented 

positions that he traces along Bill‘s anxieties about the political relevance of the author, the 

author‘s public persona.  There is the politically engaged writer ―at the far margin, doing 

dangerous things‖ who is hunted down.  At the opposite extreme is ―the hermit, the woodsman-

writer‖ whose ―native vision‖ seems to resonate as both politically isolationist – ―native vision‖ 

as a particularly American trait – and oddly mystical, with the primitivist association of the author 

as a figure whose aesthetic inspiration has the divine connotations of the rites of indigenous 

peoples.  What Bill represents is the point of conflict between the two, the aesthete who feels 

hunted, but is not; the apolitical author who is drawn to political criteria of authorial relevance.  

My own position is in keeping with Charlie‘s; namely, that the defining position of the author at 

this point is one of conflict.  What makes the association between terrorism and authorship so 

relevant for Bill and for the novel is the way in which it bridges the relationship between 

aesthetics and politics, between words and deeds.  In Bill‘s final exchange with Charlie, he 

discusses the relationship between words and deeds, explaining that ―[w]e understand how reality 

is invented.  A person sits in a room and thinks a thought and it bleeds out into the world.  Every 

thought is permitted.  And there‘s no longer a moral or spatial distinction between thinking and 
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acting‖ (132).  Bill‘s crisis is figured here in terms so loaded with existentialist weight that they 

could have come from Fyodor Dostoevsky‘s The Brothers Karamazov (1880) with its quandary 

as to whether everything is permitted in a godless world. 

This problem is debated by Bill and George Haddad, where the common ground that 

authorship, terrorism and totalitarianism inhabit is a capacity for transcendence.  George suggests 

that his Maoist group does not need Mao per se, but that ―[w]e need a model that transcends all 

the bitter history.  Something enormous and commanding.  A figure of absolute being.  This is 

crucial, Bill.  In societies struggling to remake themselves, total politics, total authority, total 

being‖ (158).  This is the Barthesian Author-God as an idol or figurehead.  However, this 

totalizing that transcends historical divisions is not so far removed from Bill‘s conception of the 

great novel as ―a democratic shout.  Anybody can write a great novel, one great novel, almost any 

amateur off the street‖ (159).  What is the democratic shout here, if not the individual voice 

transcending, to use a Kierkegaardian term, the levelling of the crowd?  But if Haddad‘s model 

has historical precedent, Bill‘s novel of untutored transcendent genius is harder to take seriously 

coming from someone who lives in seclusion, constantly performing the role of the reclusive 

professional writer.  What is notable is that Bill‘s ―democratic shout‖ is like the totalitarian 

ideology that George uses to promote terrorism; it is a kind of transcendence out from obscurity 

and into the public sphere.  George, on the other hand, even as he promotes this kind of totalizing 

authority, likewise deconstructs it as an ideological false idol.  Mao, the embodiment of total 

authority – the author figure, in a sense, the author of the little red book – is just an idea in the 

service of a politics of authority that is based on the fallacious hope for a utopian transcendence 

of the divisiveness of the present. 
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Bill and George‘s views share some common mistakes that underlie the analogous 

association of novelists and terrorists.  First is Bill‘s conception that with the end of the late 

modern writers – best exemplified by Beckett – we have been lost in the postmodern world 

characterized by violence and media events.  As Mark Osteen has rightly questioned, ―it is hard to 

credit Gray's assertions.  Were novelists ever so powerful?  Was the notoriously reticent and 

difficult Beckett really a major influence on mass consciousness?‖ (Cambridge 143; 2008).  Bill 

sees his own diminished relevance as part of a pessimistic teleology where history charts the 

decline of literature in ―a zero-sum game. […] What terrorists gain, novelists lose.  The degree to 

which they influence mass consciousness is the extent of our decline as shapers of sensibility and 

thought.  The danger they represent equals our own failure to be dangerous […] This is the new 

tragic narrative‖ (156-7).  It is not just that terrorists represent a dangerousness that novelists no 

longer represent and may never have had; rather, the postmodern condition has done away with 

the potential for the novel to give any grand narrative the definitive voice that shapes ―sensibility 

and thought.‖  For Bill, this ―new tragic narrative‖ works against the historical revisionism that is 

associated with George Haddad and Abu Rashid.  Bill‘s view of authorship is opposed to 

Haddad‘s in that it cannot transcend its historical situation, but is forever caught in the doorway 

between the desired objectivity of a secluded life and the dangerous incorporation by the culture 

of the outside world that he wants to criticize.  

 George‘s offer of the terrorist as a model to understand the author is tantalizing because it 

appears to lay out a position of exception.  George finds the terrorist‘s excess attractive not least 

for the way in which it offers a position that confounds Western culture.  For him, these qualities 

include:  
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The way they live in the shadows, live willingly with death.  The way they hate many of 

the things you hate.  Their discipline and cunning.  The coherence of their lives.  The way 

they excite, they excite admiration.  In societies reduced to blur and glut, terror is the only 

meaningful act […] Everything else is absorbed and processed and incorporated.  […]  

Only the terrorist stands outside.  The culture hasn‘t figured out how to assimilate him. 

(157)  

George‘s view of the terrorist as having affinity to the novelist is compelling because he does not 

necessarily see one succeeding the other.  The parallel that George draws between novelists and 

terrorists is through a common process defined by a desire to move from obscurity into the 

culture‘s consciousness.  The novelist moves from the obscure life of the private writer into the 

culture through publication, itself a kind of incorporation into that system.  Here the private life of 

the writer is associated with that of the terrorist, planning in obscurity the act that generates 

meaning as it impacts the public, but which supposedly always creates some surplus that is not 

incorporated.  DeLillo seems to recognize that media is necessary for the very existence of the 

terrorist project that wants to make this act meaningful to the outside world.  Terror does not 

become meaningful because it avoids being incorporated; rather, incorporation is the only way by 

which it could come to mean anything at all. 

Likewise, DeLillo presents the figure of the terrorist, Abu Rashid, as having a stance 

toward terrorism that belies a fundamentally unselfconscious irony about the oppositional 

capacity of terrorism.  Rashid explains to Brita why the boys that work for him wear hoods 

obscuring their faces and a photo of Rashid on their shirts, claiming that ―They need an identity 

outside the narrow function of who they are and where they come from. […] They are all children 

of Abu Rashid.  […] They are not an invention of Europe.  […] The image of Rashid is their 
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identity‖ (233).  Again, it is notable that Rashid does not find it at all ironic that he is standing in 

for Europe in making these children his invention as opposed to the West‘s, or that he himself is, 

in a sense, an invention of the West with his quasi-Marxist ideology.  What Rashid offers is the 

same thing that Moon and Bill offer Karen, a solution for a wayward self, seeking dissolution in 

another‘s will.  This politically figures the ‗author-function‘ as a kind of remedy of the age, a cult 

of personality.  It may be too grandiose of a conception of authorship.  It is a cliché of 

postmodernism (as it was for modernism) that the change inherent in any conception of 

modernity leaves us all set adrift, looking for something greater than ourselves to ground us in a 

world that is always figured as a sort of chaotic whorl.  Terrorism in Mao II, like Bill Gray‘s ideal 

of authorship, acts as a disruption or convulsion of global capitalism in that it essentially is the 

resurgence of an outdated ideological project, a kind of modernist regression, an invention of the 

self as apart from the world by being one step ahead, a violent aestheticism that is purely 

reactionary. 

2.7 Preservation and Posterity: Archives and Bodies 

What Mao II offers through Bill is an agency that is essentially suicidal.  It is unclear if 

the author is really as dead in postmodern culture as Bill thinks he is, but, in allegorizing the 

suicide of the author, the novel does not uncomplicatedly present the sought after dissolution of 

the subject into postmodern mediation.  Mao II, like other novels written after much of the 

codification of postmodernism, but still in the shadow of Beckett (like much of Paul Auster‘s 

work), is a type of anti-Bildungsroman.  Instead of charting the development of an individual, it 

charts the dissolution of the self.  This takes place at the end of Mao II in the reduction of Bill to a 

purely physical existence that rapidly breaks down, but which is always figured as surplus 
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material that is forgotten.  After talking with Charlie, Bill sits in bed and the third person 

omniscient narrator concludes that 

If someone ever writes his [Bill‘s] true biography, it will be a chronicle of gas pains and 

skipped heartbeats, grinding teeth and dizzy spells and smothered breath, with detailed 

descriptions of Bill leaving his desk to walk to the bathroom and spit up mucus […] He 

saw himself staring at the hair buried in his typewriter. […] This was the man he saw as 

himself.  The biographer who didn‘t examine these things (not that there would ever be a 

biographer) couldn‘t begin to know the catchments, the odd-corner deeps of Bill‘s true 

life. (135-6) 

Here the defining qualities, the ―true life‖ of the author, is the opposite of what George Haddad 

offered in the model of the terrorist.  It is not the capacity to transcend the culture, but rather the 

ability to escape incorporation by recognizing the elements of life that are in some way essential 

to being, but which do not transcend the particularities of experience; the transcendence of the 

terrorist is replaced by the immanence of the authorial body.  This separation of corpse and 

corpus is made explicit in the counterpart to this scene, which occurs in the following chapter 

where Scott, now alone in Bill‘s house, spends his days organizing the archive,  

now, cleaning the typewriter.  He blew on the keys, using a damp rag to lift dust and hair 

from the felt pad. [….] He sat at the desk again, putting his face to the keys and blowing 

hard. [….] He put his face to the keys and blew […] lifting dust and hair. [….] He put his 

face to the keys and blew. [….] He put his face to the keys and blew. [….] He put his face 

to the keys and blew. (139, 140, 141, 142, 143, 144)  

Ironically, in attempting to maintain Bill perfectly, even after his absence, Scott blows away the 

very things that Bill feels make up his true life: the dust and hair beneath the typewriter keys.  In 
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this effacement of personality, Scott is most clearly paralleled with the terrorist hostage taker Abu 

Rashid.  Both capitalize on the silence of writers.  Scott enacts a closure of interpretation by 

maintaining a division between the private body and the public self.  This is different from 

publication, which is allegorically related to a terrorist bombing, most notably in the bombs that 

try to overshadow Bill‘s public appearances, both similarly working as a disruptive breach from 

the private out into the public.  The productive difference between terrorists and authors that Scott 

speaks to is essentially temporal.  In Mao II, the terrorist comes to define the present, not just in 

capturing the public attention, but in an approach to history that is not invested in the past or the 

future, both of which, as Rashid points out, are open to change at any point.  Authorship instead 

works on either side of this temporal divide.  Scott, as Bill‘s archivist, cultivates the past for the 

future not only in the maintenance of Bill‘s house and files, but in how Bill speaks through him.  

As Scott explains, 

Bill has the idea that writers are being consumed by the emergence of news as an 

apocalyptic force [...] The novel used to feed our search for meaning.  Quoting Bill.  It 

was the great secular transcendence.  The Latin mass of language, character, occasional 

new truth.  But our desperation has led us toward something larger and darker.  So we 

turn to the news, which provides an unremitting mood of catastrophe.  This is where we 

can find emotional experience not available elsewhere.  We don‘t need the novel.  

Quoting Bill.  We don‘t even need catastrophes, necessarily.  We only need the reports 

and predictions and warnings. (72) 

In this suggestive ―Quoting Bill‖ there is an essential connection between Scott‘s ventriloquism 

of Bill‘s ideas and the novel‘s style of narration, a variously focalized third-person omniscient 

narrator.  Like the photos interspersed through the text, these modes of narration call attention to 
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the mediation of the printed page and the narrative voice, but inter-interpreted they gesture 

towards DeLillo‘s position as frustratingly caught between the modernist depth model of 

narration whereby the anonymous narrative voice is able to penetrate into the thoughts and 

feelings of characters and the postmodern reappropriation and quotation that Scott represents.  It 

does a disservice to the novel to read it solely as the opposition between the terrorist figures 

whose stance is undercut by their ironic stances and romanticized author-figures, doomed to fail.  

Rather, what DeLillo charts is a middle ground between the fantasy of depth, the agency of that 

which cannot be incorporated, the outside reaching into the inner life of culture and a postmodern 

angst of inhabiting a flattened world of reappropriation, incorporation, a loss of agency and 

authenticity.  What DeLillo presents are not just author-figures alienated from the world around 

them, but rather individuals who are self-conscious of being fully a part of the world, who worry 

about the lack of agency that their alienation from alienation itself would seem to imply. 

2.8 From Mao II to 9/11:  Falling Man 

 If terrorism was able to make DeLillo‘s characters in Mao II more fully cognizant of their 

place in the world, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 brought this awareness to an entire country.  

Unlike Bill Gray‘s frustrated desire for some kind of action, the post-9/11 novel is always 

manifestly a product of an act that has already occurred.  Don DeLillo‘s explicit contribution to 

the post-9/11 novel begins after the attacks, but before the towers fall, showing a post-apocalyptic 

New York into which Keith, a lawyer working in one of the towers, descends.  ―It was not a street 

anymore but a world,‖ the novel begins, reiterating that ―[t]his was the world now,‖ a place where 

the office documents falling from the sky are transformed into ―otherworldly things in the 

morning pall‖ (3).  Rather than seeking out the unfamiliar abroad, it is the world of domestic 
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things that has been defamiliarized by the attacks and which the novel must work to reintegrate 

back into the lives of its traumatized characters.   

 As I will argue in greater depth in the final chapter of this project, one of the traits of the 

post-9/11 novel is its privileging of the written word as the compassionate arbiter of the spectacle.  

Given this post-apocalyptic opening, it is worth thinking of apocalypse in terms of its other name, 

revelation.  Unlike the now prophetic nature of DeLillo‘s earlier novels, the world of the post-

9/11 novel is fundamentally post-revelatory.  Coming after the event, these novels are 

experienced as a surfeit of revelations, of images that have already overly-revealed what has 

happened.  It is also, in its denaturing of New York, relocating the ―other place‖ away from the 

Middle East, which plays this role in all of the terrorist novels I will look at, and instead finds 

America itself to be the new home of that otherness.  Falling Man ends with a similar moment of 

estrangement, Keith seeing things ―all around him, falling away, street signs, people, things he 

could not name‖ (246).  When Keith leaves the building he finds himself ―watching for 

something he could not identify‖ (24).  This defamiliarization of the domestic scene is enacted in 

the novel through a series of visual puzzles of which I will focus on three: the children searching 

the skies for the enigmatically named ―Bill Lawton,‖ the importance of still life painting and the 

role of the performance artist known as ―Falling Man‖ for his re-enactments of the iconic fall. 

 When Keith leaves Ground Zero he goes to the apartment of his estranged wife, Lianne, 

and their son, Justin, but is unsure why.  Lianne explains to her mother that she was thankful that 

Justin was not there as ―it would have been awful for him to see his father like that‖ (8).  Instead, 

Justin was with his grandmother, doing ―a puzzle, an animal puzzle, horses in a field‖ (8).  This 

description captures a recurring sense in the novel of the alternation between the puzzle as an 

abstract problem and the everydayness of the image it composes.  What is at stake in the 
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juxtaposition of the safe pastoral of the visual puzzle Justin solves and the potentially more 

enigmatic one that he avoided seeing, that of his father unexpectedly ―standing there, with blood 

on his face and clothes‖ (8), is the sense that Justin has been shielded from this more difficult 

scene.  As is the case with other post-9/11 novels where children come into play, the most 

prominent of which is Jonathan Safran Foer‘s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (2006), there is 

a central ethical balancing act between the concern of parents to protect children from knowledge 

about 9/11 and the children‘s attempt to keep the fact that they already know secret from their 

parents.
6
  The parents believe that the kids ―conspire […] and sort of talk in code‖ (17), but unlike 

Foer‘s novel, the kids‘ conspiracy is easily solved in Falling Man.  The kids let the secret about 

the man in the skies they are searching for slip and Keith figures out that Justin ―was hearing Bill 

Lawton.  They were saying bin Laden‖ (73).  It is tempting to see in the simple solution to the 

children‘s conspiracy a marker of the change in the role of conspiracy in fiction from its place of 

prominence during the Cold War, with novels such as Thomas Pynchon‘s The Crying of Lot 49 

(1965) giving way by the late 1980s to a novel like Don DeLillo‘s Libra, where the risk is that all 

these conspiracies are nothing more than the over-active imaginations of lone men in rooms 

looking for significance and patterns.  What is at stake in Falling Man is not just an interplay 

between childhood innocence and terrorist violence, but the way in which the conspiratorial 

stance misperceives the world. 

 Just as the children‘s search for Bin Laden‘s next attack involves a transfiguration of 

everyday kids play into an ominous commentary on post-9/11 paranoia, the prominent role of still 

                                                      

6
 In Foer‘s novel, the young narrator, Oskar Schell keeps a recording of his father‘s final phone 

message before the tower collapsed a secret from his mother.  Oskar is also frustrated at being 

denied access to images of 9/11, most notably pictures of men falling from the towers. 
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life paintings in the novel likewise participates in a transformation of illustrations of everyday 

objects into omens.  In an almost Jamesian touch, Lianne‘s mother has on her wall  

two still lifes […] by Giorgio Morandi […]  These were groupings of bottles, jugs, 

biscuit tins, that was all, but there was something in the brushstrokes that held a mystery 

she could not name, or in the irregular edges of vases and jars, some reconnoiter inward, 

human and obscure, away from the very light and color of the paintings.  Natura morta.  

The Italian term for still life seemed stronger than it had to be, somewhat ominous, even, 

but […] free from authoritative comment.  (12) 

In this movement away from the conspiracy model of the children, what they are looking for is 

ultimately solved, the codes broken and so forth, what takes its place is the ominous work of art.  

Lianne and Martin,  an art dealer, both ―keep seeing the towers in this still life‖ (49).  Although it 

is never said in terms as explicit as the German composer Karlheinz Stockhausen‘s declaration 

that 9/11 was the world‘s greatest work of art, Falling Man seems to almost programmatically 

relate the terrorist acts and the aesthetic products of painters and performance artists.  Morandi‘s 

paintings take everyday objects and make them obscure in the same way that, for Keith, the office 

supplies falling from the sky become ―otherworldly‖ (3), they become ―things he could not 

name‖ (246).  The ―still life‖ that is actually ―Natura morta‖ speaks directly to the image of the 

falling man, captured in a still photograph, halfway between life and death.  Moreover, like the 

performance art of Falling Man, which he – the performer – makes a point of never discussing the 

significance of, the paintings remain ―free from authoritative comment.‖  Unlike the children‘s 

secrets, these are puzzles without solutions that contain the virtue of an expanse of possible 

meaning that is also the burden of being verbally inarticulate. 
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 Whereas the still lifes do not explicitly engage with terrorism, the performance art of 

David Janiak, known as Falling Man, is meant to be deliberately provocative.  Unlike the still 

lifes‘ borderline abstraction that allows Lianne and others to see more in them, Falling Man 

shows the public a thing they do not wish to see.  As Lianne puts it,  

[h]e brought it back, of course, those stark moments in the burning towers when people 

fell or were forced to jump. […] There were people shouting up at him, outraged at the 

spectacle, the puppetry of human desperation [….]  She wished she could believe that this 

was some kind of antic street theater, an absurdist drama that provokes onlookers [… but 

t] his was too near and deep, too personal. (33, 163). 

The visual puzzle that each of Falling Man‘s appearances presents is one that is ultimately 

insoluble.  It is characteristic of the post-9/11 novel in the way that it privileges the confusion and 

outrage of spectators and here we might recall the centrality of the spectacle of unexplained 

performance in Colum McCann‘s novel Let the Great World Spin (2009).  In Falling Man, there 

are echoes of two of the terrorist novels that I will cover in the following two chapters, DeLillo‘s 

Mao II and Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock.  Like Mao II‘s author, Bill Gray, Falling Man wants 

to court public attention, but at the same time refuses to provide authoritative statements about his 

work.  Both figures appear to understand that their silence is a form of speaking, but whereas Bill 

Gray, as we shall see, repeatedly expresses his anxiety about his silence, what we get in Falling 

Man are the explanations that accrue around it.  Much like the role of paratextual media in 

Operation Shylock, which provides a central, authorizing function within the text, all that remains 

of Falling Man after his untimely death are the media snippets Lianne reads (218-224), including 

―a panel discussion at the New School.  Falling Man as Heartless Exhibitionist or Brave New 

Chronicler of the Age of Terror‖ (220) and whatever photographs had been taken as ―[t]he 
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performance pieces were not designed to be recorded by a photographer‖ (220).  It is in this way 

that the representation of Falling Man in Falling Man privileges audience over author, speaking 

to the shift in DeLillo‘s work from anxieties about authorial competition with such spectacle 

makers in Mao II to a sense that in the post-9/11 novel writing‘s newly legitimized role is to act 

as a form of witness.  

 Finally, in the context of this alignment of the experience of terrorist acts and aesthetic 

production, it is worth asking how DeLillo represents actual writing as opposed to the more 

ambiguously authored acts of Falling Man‘s performances and Morandi‘s still lifes.  Authorship 

as such is represented in Falling Man by the ―storyline sessions‖ that Lianne conducts with a 

group of people ―in the early stages of Alzheimer‘s disease‖ (29).  The connection between the 

Alzheimer‘s memory loss and the inability of victim‘s of trauma to fully articulate and deal with 

traumatic events in their past is explicitly made when she discovers that everyone has agreed that 

―[t]hey wanted to write about the planes‖ (31).  One member of the group, Omar H., describes the 

writing sessions as ―their prayer room. [… where t]hey summoned the force of final authority‖ 

(30).  He is known as Omar H. because Lianne has them sign ―their pages with first name and 

first letter of last name […] as if they were characters in European novels.  They were characters 

and authors both, able to tell what they wished, cradle the rest in silence‖ (30).  This is as good an 

articulation as any of the way in which the relationship between authors and terrorists changed 

from the terrorist novel of the 1990s to the post-9/11 novel.  Whereas in the novels from the 

1990s the terrorist act is invested with potential to overshadow the written word, in the post-9/11 

novel the realization of the terrorist act has given writing a new impetus.  In the context of 

contemporary literature, the overtly postmodern work of the early 1990s that took the author as its 

central subject has given way to the quasi-autobiographical subject of the post-9/11 novel.  This 
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incorporation of the kind of creative nonfiction that David Shields has promoted in the recent 

tract Reality Hunger:  A Manifesto (2010), is part of the rise of the memoir, blogs and other forms 

of fictional autobiographical writing that invests the writing subject with a new awareness of 

acting as an ethical filter, deciding how much reality they will, or should, reveal.  This is the self-

conscious fictionalizing that for Lianne lets them be ―characters and authors both, able to tell 

what they wished‖ (30).  It is also, importantly, a kind of democratic ideal of the writer that is 

expressed but never realized in Mao II.  From this perspective, the trajectory that Falling Man 

sets out for this project is ultimately a hopeful one.  Out of the anxieties about the future of 

literary authorship that are so fervently expressed in Mao II, the dread of irrelevancy in the next 

stage of the society of the spectacle, with all of its obsession with new technology and a culture of 

celebrity, comes a new sense of purpose for fiction in the twenty-first century. 

2.9 Not Too Political  

 If the author has been given new purpose in the post-9/11 novel, it is worth questioning 

how this purpose has changed the way that the authors covered in this project differently 

aestheticize the political in this move from the 1990s to the 2000s.  In Mao II, through Scott, Bill 

makes a broad claim: the great secular transcendence whereby authors helped to make sense of 

the present been replaced by the news whereby what is possible can be made comprehensible.  

When thinking about the role of terrorists and authors in the American cultural imaginary, there is 

a contradictory rhetoric of prediction where, on one hand there is the invocation of the phrase 

―failure of imagination‖ in relation to the inability of the authorities to predict 9/11 and the often 

repeated point that these very fantasy of destruction were always already circulating in the 

culture.  And yet, in the novels 1990s novels I will look at from DeLillo, Roth, and Powers, these 

engagements with the subject of terrorism are not what the 9/11 Commission Report was looking 
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for when it suggests that ―[i]t is therefore crucial to find a way of routinizing, even 

bureaucratizing, the exercise of imagination‖ (344).  Rather, these novels aestheticize threats to 

political authority in order to reflect and embody the condition of literary authorship.  Moreover, 

in terrorist novels that fall outside the scope of this project, such as Bret Easton Ellis‘ Glamorama 

(1998), is not so much more realistically political than it is engaged in a different aesthetic 

project. 

 Any criticism that these novels do not seriously engage with the politics that they invoke 

has recently begun to be echoed in the growing discussion about the ways in which the use of 

trauma in post-9/11 literature tends to avoid political critique in favour of a domesticating focus 

on the family unit.  There are, of course, exceptions to such generalizations, as in Mohsin 

Hamid‘s confrontational novel, The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007).  However, DeLillo‘s 

Falling Man perhaps typifies this impulse in post-9/11 fiction to both domesticate and 

aestheticize.  Falling Man is centred on an estranged family unit (Keith, Lianne and Justin) and 

engages with the trauma of 9/11 through ominous still life paintings and performance art.  What 

is consistent in the transition between the terrorist novel of the 1990s and the post-9/11 novel is 

this aestheticizing of the political.  What changes is the role that these authors portray for 

themselves in relation to political events.  DeLillo, like Auster‘s own transition from Leviathan to 

Man in the Dark, moves away a defeatist anxiety about the future of authorship to a more 

confident sense of the role of literature in the face of national trauma. 

 In the following chapter, I return to the early 1990s when this anxiety about authorship 

was still present.  This anxiety is about uncertainty in publication and reception, the pitfalls and 

possibilities of which DeLillo explores in Mao II through Bill Gray‘s own uncertainty about how 

his silence will be seen by posterity.  Ultimately, by exploring the different ways that authors and 
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terrorists are alike, DeLillo presents one as the other‘s foil.  Rather than being the insurmountable 

threat to authorship, the terrorist becomes an odd saviour, for if there were not catastrophes to 

predict, prophesize, or otherwise warn against there would be no gauge for the imagination‘s 

success or failure.  What the novel only touches in its representation of the publishing industry 

and media events are the institutional mechanisms that condition and create authorship. 

 This is the topic of the following chapter where Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock: A 

Confession takes the cultural anxieties that DeLillo‘s work exemplifies and shows how they are 

conditioned by the law.  Bill Gray worries about the way that authorship is constructed by 

contemporary society, but Philip Roth shows us the mechanisms by which that construction 

occurs.  What Mao II does is to set the terms of the debate for the terrorist novel of the 1990s.  It 

shows the author caught in a paradoxical situation.  The very forces of publicity and publication 

that construct authorship draw significance away from the intersection between writer and work 

that Bill Gray thinks of as the essence of his craft.  It is for these reasons that Gray, and perhaps 

DeLillo as well, are wary of new technologies that can propagate an image of the individual for 

consumption by the crowd.  The dangers inherent in the propagandistic abuse of authority is one 

of DeLillo‘s and the twentieth century‘s great themes.  What Roth is able to do in Operation 

Shylock is to develop this serious, but abstract, warning that DeLillo provides about the state of 

authorship.  Roth mixes the comic elements of his persona‘s inability to control his media image 

with serious ruminations on the coercive power of political authority.  Roth will take the concerns 

raised in DeLillo one step further, showing how these two forces intersect in textual practice 

through the inclusion of paratextual authorities.  Mao II also looks forward to Richard Powers‘s 

Plowing the Dark in its sense that the typewritten and word-processed page and data travelling 

through satellites are all on a technological continuum.  Whereas DeLillo‘s novel is torn between 
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the possibilities communication technology provides to diffuse a transcendent authorial persona 

around the globe and the dangers inherent in the resulting erasure of the immanent physical self, 

Powers theorizes a place for the author in the experience of the work.  Finally, this project charts 

a progression in the representation of authors from Mao II‘s Bill Gray, who is unable to write at 

all, to Operation Shylock‘s Philip Roth, who must suppress part of his work, to Richard Powers‘s 

artist who worries about taking responsibility for what she has created, ending up with the Paul 

Auster‘s novelists who develop an ethics of representation and, in turn, a role for the literary 

author.  If Mao II‘s Bill Gray can be charged with a failure of imagination, Paul Auster‘s August 

Brill in Man in the Dark represents a new understanding of its possibilities as much as its 

limitations.  
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Chapter 3 

Philip Roth’s Operation Shylock: A Confession and the Construction of  

Authorship 

In the 1976 paranoid thriller Marathon Man (Schlesinger), starring Dustin Hoffman, a 

Nazi doctor-torturer played by Laurence Olivier is forced to come out of hiding in South America 

to retrieve looted diamonds from his Manhattan area safety deposit box.  The Nazi – Szell, or the 

―White Angel‖ – is recognized on the street by an old lady and in a shop by an old man, both 

Holocaust survivors.  The old woman has her first moment of recognition – ―I know that man.  

Szell?‖ – and then, now sure, calls out into the busy street ―Szell!‖  He sheepishly rushes ahead, 

but she, more insistent now  – ―Szell! Szell!‖ – then desperate – ―My God! Stop him!‖ – rising to 

an exasperated scream calls him by the name he was known in the concentration camp: ―The 

Weisse Angel is here, Szell! […] I will stop him, I will stop him!‖  She runs out into the crowded 

street, is hit by a cab, but the harried New Yorkers are only momentarily distracted (some mutter 

that she may be crazy) and Szell, flustered, makes his escape. 

The obvious analytic framework to bring to such a scene is Althusser‘s famous example 

of hailing (1970), only this is complicated by the foreignness of the old lady, a Diaspora Jew 

living in New York.   The old lady acts as the policeman calling ―thief!‖ and Szell as the criminal 

whose redundant interpellation for the viewer is registered.  But what this otherwise pedestrian 

post-war thriller includes, by way of the crowd‘s lack of response, makes this situation more 

complex.  Apart from Holocaust survivors, nobody knows who Szell is, nor, as the old lady 

switches to German, does his nickname invoke the justice that she is crying out for.  In this sense 

her American identity is evoked simultaneously from within, she expects a response to her calls 
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of ―thief‖ as part of the community, and from without, falling back on a foreign language in a 

failed attempt to invoke a kind of unheimlich response in Szell.  It is a hailing that is both in the 

present and from the past, both here and there, and it is in this slippage between the two that it is 

not entirely successful.  Szell, the concentration camp authority who exerted a reign of terror over 

his prisoners, is utterly terrified at being recognized, but it is unclear why, as initially no one 

seems to know what the old lady is referring to.  In switching languages, the old woman is 

searching for someone else who will also recognize him, grounding the authority of her hailing, 

but the only one who does is another Holocaust survivor whom Szell easily dispatches on his way 

to a cab.  What is missing in the Marathon Man scene is the actual police officer from Althusser‘s 

scenario. However, in the context of the movie, it isn‘t necessary that he be stopped; the point of 

the scene is that we now know that Szell has been recognized in New York.  This dramatic logic 

short-circuits the anxieties about identifying a potentially innocent stranger as a death camp 

doctor because we already know that he is who he is.  Despite it having been some thirty years 

since she has seen Szell, Marathon Man fails to evoke the terrible possibility that she might be 

mistaken, nor does it effectively convey Szell‘s terror at being identified as himself (he departs 

like a spy whose cover has been blown).  As such, the scene lapses into unintentional parody, the 

Holocaust survivor‘s increasing shrillness becoming comic as she gets up after being struck by 

the cab, arms extended screaming ―SZELL!‖ – another New York moment as the passersby pass 

by.  

What makes this scene an effective starting point for a reading of Philip Roth‘s Operation 

Shylock: A Confession, written some fifteen years after Marathon Man, is that Roth‘s novel has 

everything that the scene from Marathon Man is missing.  Operation Shylock, in its investigation 

into the construction of authorial identity, explores the ambiguity of identification that Marathon 
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Man leaves in crisis in this scene.  These include the operation of what Althusser might include in 

his ideological state apparatuses, including the publishing industry, the legal system, and so on.  

More important, I argue, is the role of terrorist figures in the novel that manifest central anxieties, 

missing in Marathon Man.  Whereas nothing is made of the slippage between Dr. Szell and his 

role as The White Angel, Philip Roth, as a character in Operation Shylock, repeatedly runs up 

against his doppelganger whom he nicknames Pipik, Roth‘s self-proclaimed ―terrorist for life‖ 

who uses Roth‘s identity to promote Diasporism, a political philosophy that seeks the return of 

European Jews to Europe.  Operation Shylock sets Roth‘s identity crisis against the backdrop of 

the trial of John Demjanjuk in Israel, whose guilt or innocence depends on identifying him as the 

notorious World War II prison camp guard known as ―Ivan the Terrible.‖  The construction of 

each of these identities – spurious or otherwise – is based on a plethora of variously authoritative 

texts: letters, actual legal cases and newspaper articles, testimonials, and so on.  What Roth does 

is to explore the textual construction of authorial and authoritative identities.   

In so doing allegory is deployed in a manner that is much more complex than DeLillo‘s 

rhetorical use of terrorism as cultural counterpoint to declining literary relevance.  Roth 

allegorizes the role of the author through his encounters with the two central terrorist figures – 

Pipik and ―Ivan the Terrible.‖  Operation Shylock not only presents these allegorical pairings, but 

it illustrates what a number of theorists of allegory have contended in different ways and in 

different contexts; namely, that allegory is fundamentally about institutional and interpretive 

authority.  Although Paul Smith has suggested that the postmodernist author speaks ―allegory 

about/to himself‖ (118), it is more broadly true that all allegorical formations are means by which 

texts are authorized.  A central element when thinking about allegory that has been implicit in the 

previous two chapters is the relationship between allegory and authority.  In the following chapter 
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on Richard Powers, allegory in its postmodern form not only provides a stable position of 

interpretive authority for the reader but also implies a theorizable position for the author that can 

be taken into account in the hermeneutic process.  In the previous chapter on DeLillo, the cultural 

position of the author is fragmenting in a period of global political uncertainty that complements 

this sense of crisis about the role of literary authorship.  In this chapter, I first argue that allegory 

is central to understanding the authorizing function of the tissue of texts that make up Operation 

Shylock.  Second, the anxieties about authorial attribution that terrorist figures evoke point to a 

broader argument about American literary authorship; namely, that this decentralized network of 

authorizing texts, institutions and interpreters point to a form of American authorship .  This 

process of disavowal expresses a core uneasiness about how national, authorial identity is 

constructed through the exploration of Diasporic identity.   

3.1 Contextualizing Philip Roth and “Philip Roth” 

One of the most important living American writers, Philip Roth‘s work is essential to any 

attempt to figure American authorial identity in the latter half of the twentieth century and into 

the twenty-first.  After the 1986 publication of The Counterlife, Roth‘s career entered an entirely 

new and productive phase with his autobiographical quadrilogy (The Facts (1988), Deception 

(1990), Patrimony (1991) and Operation Shylock).  Elaine B. Safer points out that The 

Counterlife and subsequent novels signal Roth‘s move toward a postmodern aesthetic from what 

was generally considered to be an often realist and at least reliably modernist aesthetic.  Despite 

this, as Brian Finney notes (382; 1993), Roth criticism has in many cases leaned toward the 

biographical.  As a result, Roth tends to see the at times polemical critical attacks as his 

victimization by ―incompetent readers, philistines, impervious to irony and artistry‖ (Wirth-

Nesher 20; 1988).  This self-aware figuring of the author‘s reaction to being misread was first 
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comprehensively articulated in his Zuckerman bound trilogy (and epilogue novella The Prague 

Orgy (1985)).  In Zuckerman Unbound (1981) the newly wealthy and relatively famous Nathan 

Zuckerman must contend with a zealous readership and judgemental public.  What Roth is able to 

do in Operation Shylock, in presenting a kind of spiritual sequel to the Zuckerman novel The 

Counterlife, is to shift the terms by which authorial identity is defined.  In The Counterlife, 

Zuckerman cannot extricate a sense of himself as an author from the closure of the ethical 

situation of being a particularly Jewish writer writing about Israel.   

As such, if The Counterlife favours a constructivist position as opposed to a conception 

of an essential Jewish self, Roth takes this a step further in Operation Shylock in order to 

challenge the grounds on which biographical criticism has attempted to foreclose the meaning of 

his novels and the type of work novel-writing involves. In Operation Shylock, Roth moves 

beyond the conclusion of his Zuckerman novels articulated as early as Zuckerman Unbound with 

―Zuckerman the stupendous sublimator spawning Zuckermaniacs!‖ (198).  Instead of accepting 

that writers spawn terrorist-like ―Zuckermaniacs‖ like Zuckerman Unbound‘s Alvin Peppler or 

The Counterlife‘s Jimmy Ben-Joseph, Roth takes another position in Operation Shylock.  Instead 

of creating still more obsessive readers, he allows them to create him, to ―be my impostor‘s 

creature,‖ in a particular self-reflexive stance on authorship that was ultimately impossible from 

within the confines of the Zuckerman novel, but opened up by possibilities of postmodern 

autobiographical play that characterizes all of the ―Roth Novels.‖ 

Operation Shylock, subtitled ―A Confession,‖ is the nominally true account of Philip 

Roth‘s bizarre encounters with a doppelgänger he names Pipik who is making appearances in 

Israel as Roth, promoting Diasporism, a philosophy that envisions the return of all Jews to the 

Diaspora.  Roth visits Israel to deal with Pipik, interview his friend Aharon Appelfeld and to 
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attend the trial of John Demjanjuk, who is accused of having been known at Treblinka as ―Ivan 

the Terrible.‖  The eleventh chapter, ―Operation Shylock,‖ Roth chooses to repress at the 

recommendation of the Mossad for whom Roth becomes an operative in the course of the work.  

The book closes with a brief ―Note to the Reader,‖ disavowing the presumed factuality of 

Operation Shylock, concluding with the line ―This confession is false.‖ 

The scholarship on Operation Shylock falls into a few distinct categories.  The first is 

directly concerned with Jewish identity and the Diasporic concerns of the novel.  Sylvia Barack 

Fishman (1997) sees Operation Shylock as an expression of the polyvocality of American Jewish 

identity set against a survey of the novel‘s reception in the academic and Jewish press, which was 

largely negative, although recent reappraisals of the book have been more sympathetic.  Jeffrey 

Rubin-Dorsky (2001) has a scope that includes The Counterlife and American Pastoral to explore 

the tensions surrounding the problem of authenticity in the Diaspora.  Critics working from a 

more theoretical standpoint see Operation Shylock as making interventions into questions of 

authenticity, subjectivity and identity in a clearly postmodern tradition of American literature that 

includes Barth, Pynchon, Gass and Gaddis (Safer; 1996).  Major Roth critics, including Debra 

Shostak (1997), Derek Parker Royal (2002) and Timothy L. Parrish (1999), see Roth‘s use of 

doubles and Diasporic identities as a theorizing of the self as fragmented, fluid, and socially 

constructed as opposed to being essential (with some dissenters, such as Peter L. Rudnytsky‘s 

(2007) attempt to use psychoanalysis to get at the ―real‖ Roth behind the text, in explicit 

opposition to Shostak).  What is most often mentioned only in passing is the role of documentary 

sources and paratexts that become the authorities used to ground the novel‘s fictional artifice in 

the veneer of fact.  The representative authority of paratextual sources is also the main 

interpretive quandary at the heart of the Demjanjuk trial (can they be used to name him as ―Ivan 
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the Terrible?‖).  Of Roth critics, Tamas Dobozy (2005), whose sees the novel as a critique of 

attempts to dehistoricize the Holocaust, has importantly connected with Roth‘s use of the law.  

Dobozy‘s analysis is grounded in an examination of Derrida‘s Demeure.  In this work, the 

testimony of a witness at a trial relies on a construction of legal authority that works almost 

syllogistically by grounding the authority of witness testimony in the person of the witness.  The 

rub is that the whole purpose of the witness‘s testimony is to transfer that authority to the court.   

3.2 “So there he was. Or wasn’t.”: Allegory and the Construction of Authorship 

Dobozy‘s focus on the representation of legal authority in the text usefully begins with a 

move away from the critical obsession with identity in this phase of Roth‘s work.  What 

Operation Shylock does that none of these critics have fully explored is to broaden conceptions of 

literary authorship.  In its oscillation between reality and fiction, Operation Shylock uses allegory 

as the central technique for understanding how literary authority is constructed.  Reflecting on 

how unbelievable Operation Shylock appears, Roth interestingly sets allegory against objectivity: 

Even the gullible now have contempt for the idea of objectivity; the latest thing they‘ve 

swallowed whole is that it‘s impossible to report anything faithfully other than one‘s own 

temperature; everything is allegory – so what possible chance would I have to persuade 

anyone of a reality like this one? (215-6) 

What is really at stake here for me is not the difference between objectivity and allegory, where 

allegory stands in for a radical scepticism towards realism.  Rather, everything is allegory in 

Operation Shylock in that it is the central technique by which the book attempts to persuade 

readers that it is real, faithful reporting.  Allegory works to challenge and reinforce authority in 

three ways in Operation Shylock.  First, through its use of paratexts – some verifiable news 

sources and articles – Operation Shylock self-consciously attempts to authorize itself as a 
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confession.  Second, the invocation of the law plays an essential role both in the inclusion of legal 

precedents, which function, like allegorical paratexts do, as authoritative interpretive models, and 

in the role of lawyers and police.  The final allegorical relationship is in Roth/Pipik doubling, 

where Pipik comes to represent central anxieties about Roth‘s conception of himself as an author. 

Operation Shylock recounts the alleged events that take place in and around Philip Roth‘s 

1988 trip to Israel to interview the novelist Aharon Appelfeld.  As the closing ―Note to the 

Reader‖ explains, this interview actually occurred and the ―formal conversational exchange with 

Aharon Appelfeld quoted in chapters 3 and 4 first appeared in The New York Times on March 11, 

1988‖ (399).  Operation Shylock is a skilful blending of both verifiable and fabricated media from 

the opening of the first chapter where Roth is sighted at the trial of John Demjanjuk in Jerusalem.  

The fake Roth sightings always include an extra layer of mediation.  His cousin Apter phones to 

say that Roth was mentioned on Israeli radio as an attendant at the trial and it is Apter‘s landlady 

who sees Roth on television (17).  Aharon phones to tell him of a lecture Roth supposedly gave 

on Diasporism, as advertised in The Jerusalem Post, and translates over the phone an article in a 

―Hebrew paper […] about your visit to Lech Walesa. In Gdansk‖ (30).  These uncanny reports are 

paired in the opening pages of Operation Shylock with a description of Roth‘s depression, as 

caused by a now banned sleeping pill, Halcion.  Again, paratextual sources, this time from The 

New York Times, a BBC feature, a letter in The Lancet are all marshalled to authorize the 

confession.   

Alongside this building up of authority is Roth‘s confession of a psychological 

breakdown.  Roth describes his experience of ―Halcion madness‖ as a disintegration of the self: 

―‗Where is Philip Roth?‘ I asked aloud. ‗Where did he go?‘‖ (22). What is important about these 

paired anecdotes is not the obvious narrative function whereby we are encouraged from the start 
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to see Roth‘s double as potentially a recurrence of his psyche-fragmenting experience of Halcion.  

Like the very emergence of Pipik from Roth‘s psyche, Roth describes his psychological 

uncertainty in a psychomachia where traditional allegorical figures representing abstract concepts 

debate the merits of his situation: 

Panic characteristically urges, in its quivering, raving, overexcitable way, ―Do something 

before he goes too far!‖ and is loudly seconded by Powerless Fear.  Meanwhile, poised 

and balanced, Reason, the exalted voice of Reason counsels, ―You have everything on 

your side, he has nothing on his. […] He can only be defeated.‖ (36) 

What, as Reason suggests, Roth has on his side is ―the strongest weapon in anyone‘s arsenal: my 

own reality‖ (36), but as Roth and any reader come to realize, you can‘t just take his word for it.  

The use of extra-textual and para-textual media illustrates the institutional authorities that 

condition the reading of any nominally true first person account.  This textual relationship is 

fundamentally allegorical in the way Operation Shylock uses the authority of these para-texts to 

ground the text of the ―confession.‖  Moreover, it also shows the way in which external authority 

can split the author-function, here literalized in the reports of a Roth double and Roth‘s drug-

induced sense of depersonalization. 

Throughout the first part of Operation Shylock there is a conflict between the role of the 

law to shore up Roth‘s authorship by threatening to neutralize Pipik and the desire of Pipik to 

split Roth-the-novelist from the political work done in Roth‘s name.  Repeatedly, Roth invokes 

the law, but can never bring himself to fully 

check out the legal side.  I don‘t even know what it is an imposter can be charged with.  

Invasion of privacy?  Defamation of character?  Reckless conduct?  Is impersonation an 
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actionable offense?  What exactly has he appropriated that‘s against the law and how do I 

stop him in a country where I‘m not even a citizen?  (34) 

Roth‘s anxiety recalls the old woman and Szell in Marathon Man, the difference being that Roth 

believes in advance that any such attempt at hailing risks failure in a foreign context.  Moreover, 

he worries that the best he could hope for is a retraction in print which ultimately would change 

nothing as ―The ideas espoused so forcefully by Philip Roth in that story were mine now and 

would likely endure as mine even in the recollection of those who‘d read the retraction 

tomorrow‖ (35).  This uncertainty about the provenance and efficacy of the law to authorize 

Roth‘s words as Roth‘s and Pipik‘s as Pipik‘s is only temporary.  It is not surprising that when 

Roth sees Demjanjuk in person at the trial he cannot help but see the problem of identity – is 

Demjanjuk Ivan the Terrible? – as similar to his own.  And yet, in the confines of the courtroom 

he is caught up in a fantasy about Demjanjuk and his alleged crimes.  Each paragraph of this 

daydreamed monologue repeatedly begins ―There he was. There he was‖ (60), ―There he was.  

There it was‖ (61), ―There he was‖ (61), before self-reflexively concluding, ―So there he was. Or 

wasn‘t‖ (62), ―Or did I have Demjanjuk wrong? […] And was it somebody else?‖ (65).  Like the 

appearance of Pipik, the trial of Demjanjuk sets these free-floating signifiers out into the media 

and what each importantly represents is a fundamental uncertainty about the ability to fix an 

identity to an individual subject. 

In the following chapter, when Roth finally meets his double face-to-face, this ambiguity 

about the capacity of the law to fix identity is reinforced.  Pipik is well versed in the relevant case 

history, explaining that he has read up on tort law and that 

In 1960, in the California Law Review, Prosser published a long article, a reconsideration 

of the original 1890 Warren and Brandeis Harvard Law Review article in which they‘d 
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borrowed Judge Cooley‘s phrase ‗the general right to be let alone‘ and staked out the 

dimensions of the privacy interest.   The prima facie case is defined as follows: ‗One who 

appropriates to his own use or benefit the name or likeness of another is subject to 

liability to the other for invasion of his privacy.‘ (75-6) 

When Roth points out that Pipik‘s actions would seem to be grounds for invasion of privacy, 

Pipik has his own case law, including Onassis v. Christian Dior-New York, Inc. and Carson v. 

Here’s Johnny Portable Toilets.  As I have suggested, the use of legal precedents is allegorical 

interpretation at its purest.  The interpretive authority that is used to assess the present position – 

will the law protect Roth? – requires interpreting it through the precedent or pre-text of the case 

law on the subject that serve as para-texts to the novel.  However, if there is one thing that 

characterizes the relationship of para-text to text in postmodern allegory, it is that the grounds 

upon which that authority is built are constantly being tested.  Pipik‘s response to the invalidation 

of one mode of authority is to just search out other precedents, but what is missing is the 

grounding interpretive voice of the law that authorizes some, if any of them, to be authoritative in 

this context.  And so, the identity of Ivan the Terrible cannot be solved by the courts during the 

timeframe of Operation Shylock, nor has the legal wrangling been concluded now nearly twenty 

years later.  Pipik‘s role is to project his own uncertainty as Roth‘s ―terrorist for life‖ (281), but 

the tenuous ability to authorize his existence, rather than his identity, becomes one of the work‘s 

central conceits.  The inclusion of authorized documents that ground the work as a confession, 

from the abovementioned legal cases to Roth‘s interview with Appelfeld in the New York Times, 

to the transcripts from the Demjanjuk trial are all used to show the process of textual 

authorization in and of Operation Shylock: A Confession.  However, Roth cannot contact his 

lawyers in the text without breaking these tenuous links; if Roth had done so and instituted legal 
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proceedings this would place these fantastical elements in a paper trail leading to the world of the 

authorized real, which would dismantle the structured ambiguity that makes the work ―a 

confession.‖ Ultimately, Pipik has no case; all of the legalistic authority that he musters is 

undermined in a letter subsequent to their meeting where he begs Roth to ―LET ME EXIST [...] 

Without legal intervention‖ (87).  Roth consents and this keeps the law at bay.  There is always a 

reminder of the capacity of the law to authorize, to unite identities and acts, but also an awareness 

of the ambiguous and disruptive forces that attempt to confuse, to terrorize any authoritative, 

legalistic or otherwise, construction of authority. 

3.3 The Language of Terror 

If the first half of the novel can be said to be about the techniques by which authority and 

authorial identity are built up, the second half is about the ways in which these are brought into 

question.  Terror and terrorism are the key tropes in Operation Shylock and they are used to 

interject a degree of unpredictability into the authorizing effects of the law.  The Holocaust, 

embodied by the identification of John Demjanjuk with the prison guard ―Ivan the Terrible,‖ is 

the founding act of violence represented as having left Jews in a state of terror – in both the 

Israeli sense of being under siege and in the sense of the Palestinian view that Israel is the 

perpetrator of terror – to this day.  As I will demonstrate, there is a language of terror in 

Operation Shylock that works both to concretize terror in terrorist acts, and to universalize it into 

a state of psychic distress.  The experience of Jews and references to the Holocaust frequently 

invoke a language of terror.  The man on trial is known as Ivan the Terrible and the Holocaust 

survivors in the court room, ―every one a Jewish face in which he could read the terror.  Of him 

[Demjanjuk]‖ (60).  Anti-Semitism is described as a ―terrifying, savage, murderous anti-

Semitism‖ (350).  It is explained that ―The Jew in Poland had terrible enemies too.  But because 
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he had terrible enemies did not mean he could not keep his Jewish soul‖ (109).  The image of ―the 

Jew terrorized by the Poles‖ (275) is repeated.  Visiting present day Israel is described as ―a 

terrible, terrible mistake‖ (37), a country where ―the Jewish people are at a terrible crossroad‖ 

(81).  Roth‘s cousin Apter, a Holocaust survivor tells stories about another survivor who accosts 

him with a ―terrible, horrible shriek‖ (58), and about whose story Roth wonders if ―the violence 

so filled you with terror that, whether you know it or not, you are making all this up?‖ (264). 

This same language is also used by critics of Israel, such as George Ziad, who talks of 

―the terrorist Begin‖ (132) and for whom ―Triumphant Israel is a terrible, terrible place to have 

coffee.  These victorious Jews are terrible people‖ (124).  A young Arabic man on trial in 

Ramallah is described by Roth as so frightened that ―You could read the terror on his face even 

from thirty feet away‖ (139).  Roth‘s diagnosis of the zealous critics of Israel is that ―To be 

thwarted, vengeful, terrified, treacherous—this is not to be crazy‖ (287).  Likewise, Pipik‘s 

critical Diasporism sees an ―Israel, which today, with its hunger for Jews, is, in many, many 

terrible ways, deforming and disfiguring Jews‖ (81). 

Pipik is continually associated with a vocabulary of terror.  He is described as ―a 

terrifying incubus‖ (247) and as Roth‘s ―terrorist for life‖ (281), a suggestive phrase that harkens 

back to Zuckerman Unbound, where ―Zuckerman [is] the stupendous sublimator spawning 

Zuckermaniacs!‖ (198).  Essentially Pipik is Roth‘s terrorist for both the duration of his life (―for 

life‖), the inevitable product of celebrity, and his terrorist for life, the inescapable fact of the 

author in culture that seeps back into the reading process, working against the Barthesian ―Death 

of the Author‖ that would keep this personality at a distance.  Pipik is frustrated that Roth 

―think[s] everything is lies when it‘s true, so terribly, terribly, terribly true‖ (234).  His cancer 

causes him to experience, ―terrible suffering‖ (221), after which ―he came back in terrible shape‖ 
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(90) and was ―enfeebled as if he had in fact received a terrible blow. […] He was terrifyingly 

ashen‖ (307).  Roth sees him as a ―vulgar, terrifying charlatan‖ (364), who at some point has 

suffered ―the terrible original blow‖ (374) that mentally unsettled him, as exemplified when Pipik 

manically asks his girlfriend Jinx, ―Do I terrorize you like Charles Manson?‖ (372).  Jinx has 

―terribly gullible eyes‖ (91) and when she learns of Pipik‘s plot to kidnap and torture 

Demjanjuk‘s son, tells Roth that ―Something terrible is happening‖ (216). 

Roth‘s psychological crises – which may be the cause of Pipik‘s manifestation – are also 

figured in terms of terror.  Roth suffers from adverse psychological reactions to the drug Halcion 

that left him feeling as though ―whatever relief I felt from my terror of the night that had just 

ended was copiously displaced by my terror of the day about to begin‖ (22).  Upon his recovery, 

he returns to his old life ―the way the work force standing out in the street drifts back into an 

office building that has been temporarily cleared because of a bomb scare‖ (20).  He has dreams 

that are ―rocketing clusters of terrible forebodings‖ (58) and in his dealings with Pipik at times he 

has a ―terrible temper‖ (218), but at others finds himself ―suddenly in a terrible state. […] I was 

all at once terrified that I did not have the strength to hold myself together‖ (210).  When he is 

kidnapped by Mossad he finds himself in ―a great fog of terror‖ (308), ―tasting all the terror that 

goes with sitting in this room and not knowing what‘s in store for me‖ (319).  Finally, there is 

Smilesburger‘s ironic apology.  When he reveals that it was he and not Pipik who has Roth 

kidnapped, he repeats the apology, ―Terribly sorry, but I was detained‖ (320, 331). 

Roth, Pipik, those who persecute Jews and those who feel persecuted by Jews, are all 

terrorized in their own way, making terror seem a near universal characteristic.  Yet the 

difference between those terrorized and those terrorizing is one easily delineated in relation to 

authorial figures and institutions.  To demonstrate this I will focus on three reports of terrorism, 
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each of which differently shows the way in which the purpose of terrorism in the novel is to call 

into question the authorizing power of the law.  The first is Pipik‘s involvement in a plot to 

kidnap the son of John Demjanjuk where Pipik, as Roth, agrees to write the father‘s confession 

and to torture the son until the confession is signed.  The second is the extended courtroom scene 

surrounding the validity of the Rosenberg memoir in questioning the identification of Demjanjuk 

as Ivan the Terrible.  Finally, there is the killing of Leon Klinghoffer by Palestinian terrorists as 

prefigured in the forged Klinghoffer diaries.  What connects each to each is not the at times 

shallow postmodern dissolution of the borders between the real and fictional – the invalidity of 

the forced confession, the facticity of memoirs, and the diaries‘ forgery – but the way they bring 

to light mechanisms of authorization and allegorize terrorism as a prime challenge to and 

motivating engine of those processes. 

The Pipik plot, like the Roseburg memoir and the Klinghoffer diaries comes from a 

potentially mendacious source, which in this case is Jinx Possesski, Pipik‘s lover. Jinx also 

appears as a character in the later Sabbath’s Theater (1995), only the ―real‖ Jinx has a different 

name, as she is ―Wanda Jane ―Jinx‖ Possesski°‖ (88), a pseudonym as noted in the preface 

whereby ―[a]ny name that has been changed is marked with a small circle the first time it 

appears‖ (13).  Her nickname, ―Jinx,‖ invokes the children‘s game (of which there are many 

variations) whereby one person attempts to repeat what another is saying, as they say it.  If 

successful, the Jinxer calls out ―Jinx!‖ and the Jinxed must now remain silent until an outside 

party says the Jinxed person‘s name, releasing them.  Should the Jinxed not remain silent there is 

usually some form of penalty, a minor threat of violence (often a punch in the arm).  The game is 

worth mentioning as this is the form that the Pipik plot essentially takes, whereby the speaking 

voice of one person is usurped by another and maintained by threat of violence.   
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However, the plot backfires and Jinx, afraid that Pipik‘s violent extremism will destroy 

rather than assure the validity behind Diasporism and Anti-Semites Anonymous, a ten step 

program of Pipik‘s invention, confesses that ―they are going to kidnap Demjanjuk‘s son and send 

him back piece by piece until Demjanjuk confesses! They‘re writing Demjanjuk‘s confession 

right now.  They say to Philip, ‗You, writer—do it good!‘‖ (219).  The real anxiety of authorship 

is that Pipik throughout Operation Shylock plays the role of the failed author who cannot ―do it 

good,‖ the artiste manqué who wants to use the aura of authorship for his own ends, but is unable 

to actually write; his supposed exposé of Roth‘s phoniness – His Way – turns out to consist 

entirely of blank pages; Roth rewrites Pipik‘s Ten Tenets of Anti-Semites Anonymous, and so on.  

In other words, Pipik acts as Roth‘s terrorist and it is through the threat of violence, the terrorist 

act, that he demonstrates the ability to unsettle the law or other modes of authorization, but he is 

unable fully to perform authorship in their absence. 

  Pipik‘s most notable failure as a writer is the letter he sends Roth after their first 

encounter, a semi-literate piece whose sentences are filled with slashes: ―I enraged you/you 

blitzed me‖ (87).  Coupled with the layered I/you agency Roth sees a threat of violence in ―all 

those stupid slashes only vaguely disguising what I surmised he‘d as soon do with me‖ (98). 

What is notable about Pipik‘s letter is the radical take on authorship that he proposes: ―See 

beyond words.  I am not the writer/I am something else.  I AM THE YOU THAT IS NOT 

WORDS‖ (87).  What Pipik is proposing is the complete division of the media persona and the 

author of the books.  It is a naive one, but Pipik believes that he can exist not just as Roth, but for 

Roth.  He begs Roth to ―LET ME EXIST [...] Without legal intervention‖ (87), and when Jinx 

thinks that Roth has called the police to report Pipik‘s kidnapping plot or his usurpation of Roth‘s 

identity, she is devastated: ―‗The police,‘ she said, horrified and uttering ‗police‘ […] ‗Don‘t,‘ she 
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begged me, ‗he won‘t survive it!‘‖ (223).  Pipik never goes through with the plot, but this is the 

point of it.  Acts of terrorism, like the kidnapping plot, are the inauthentic challenges to authority 

that require complicity to avoid exposure to the law.  Roth is unable to take Pipik‘s challenge to 

his authority seriously.  When discussing Pipik with Appelfeld he finds himself ―laughing […] 

uproariously‖ (106).  Likewise he later finds himself ―laughing my head off in the Jerusalem 

streets, laughing once again without restraint‖ (117). 

Roth‘s repeated bouts of laughter in response to the ridiculousness of the situation finds 

an uneasy parallel in John Demjanjuk‘s reaction the testimony of Rosenberg, whose memoir is 

used as evidence at the trial: ―But Demjanjuk was no longer merely grinning, he was laughing, 

laughing aloud at Rosenberg‘s words, at Rosenberg‘s rage, laughing at the court, laughing at the 

trial, laughing at the absurdity of these monstrous charges‖ (301).  What has provoked 

Demjanjuk‘s laughter and Rosenberg‘s rage is the doubt cast on Rosenberg‘s testimony.  The 

crux of the issue is that Rosenberg identifies Demjanjuk as Ivan the Terrible, but his memoir 

includes testimony that Ivan the Terrible was killed by a prisoner.  Rosenberg explains that what 

appears in the memoir as his own testimony was in fact overheard boasting from another camp 

survivor.  Roth‘s earlier doubts – ―Or did I have Demjanjuk wrong? […] And was it somebody 

else?‖ (65) – are quelled by Rosenberg‘s testimony.  Unlike the defence lawyer, Chumak, Roth 

has no problem with the concept of ―a collective memoir‖ (294), as for him,  

All this writing by nonwriters, I thought, all these diaries, memoirs and notes written 

clumsily with the most minimal skill, employing one one-thousandth of the resources of a 

written language, and yet the testimony they bear is no less persuasive for that, is in fact 

that much more searing precisely because the expressive powers are so blunt and 

primitive. (298) 
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The pressing ambiguity created by this statement, one which Operation Shylock never takes up, is 

the pairings of Demjanjuk and Roth, Rosenberg and Pipik that becomes implicit here.  Demjanjuk 

laughs because he believes Rosenberg, like Roth believes Pipik, to be an imposter who is 

attempting to usurp his identity.  Pipik and Rosenberg are both nonwriters whose accounts are 

believed by others.  What Roth has on his side is ―reality,‖ the knowledge that Pipik is a fake, in 

the same way that Demjanjuk may, hypothetically, think of Rosenberg.  The essential point here 

is that Rosenberg‘s testimony is not ―that much more searing precisely because the expressive 

powers are so blunt and primitive,‖ after all, the bluntness of Pipik‘s poor prose hardly improves 

his credibility.  Although Roth tries to ground Rosenberg‘s authenticity in the text – his 

expressive powers; ―Why is his technique so hard to understand?‖ (294) – extra-textual modes of 

authorization are at work.  Roth says as much in a description of the disturbing collage in his 

mind as he leaves the courtroom, which combines 

what Rosenberg should have said to clarify himself and of the gold teeth being pulled 

from gassed Jews‘ mouths for the German treasury and of a Hebrew-English primer, the 

book from which Demjanjuk had studiously taught himself, in his cell, to say correctly, 

―You‘re a liar.‖  Interlaced with You’re a liar were the words Three thousand ducats. 

(302) 

The associative images are ones of appropriation; Ivan the Terrible takes the teeth from the Jews‘ 

mouths in the same way that Demjanjuk uses Hebrew, mouthing another‘s words ―You‘re a liar‖ 

(Atah shakran!), which becomes like Shakespeare‘s portrayal of Jews, Shylock‘s Three thousand 

ducats.  Physical violence (tooth extraction), the use of a foreign language and the performance of 

an anti-Semitic character combine the notion of an invalid performance with physical violence in 

this dream.  This images of appropriated authenticity, grounded in the representation of the 
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terrorist act (Ivan the Terrible pulling teeth or even the Pipik plot), is, however, best represented 

by the Klinghoffer diaries. 

Their own performed authenticity begins with an extra-textual authorization of the diaries 

before Roth has even heard of them, meeting David Supposnik, an antiquarian and dealer in old 

and rare books, who ―spoke quietly but very authoritatively‖ (268), in the lobby of Roth‘s hotel.  

In a reversal of Demjanjuk‘s use of Hebrew, Supposnik is a ―Teutonically handsome Tel Aviv 

Jew who‘d taught himself to speak English in the impeccable accent of the educated English 

upper class‖ (273) and has dreams of running an ―Anti-Semitic Theater Company‖ (275) that 

wants to revive hateful portrayals of Jews on stage to show European audience their own 

prejudices.  Supposnik is a ―Shylock specialist‖ (273), who believes that for 

the audiences of the world Shylock is the embodiment of the Jew in the way that Uncle 

Sam embodies for them the spirit of the United States.  Only in Shylock‘s case, there is 

an overwhelming Shakespearean reality, a terrifying Shakespearean aliveness [by which 

…] the savage, repellent, and villainous Jew, deformed by hatred and revenge, entered as 

our doppelgänger into the consciousness of the enlightened West.  […] three words have 

stigmatized the Jew […] ‘Three thousand ducats.’ (274) 

This, of course, is the Three thousand ducats that Roth will later associate with Demjanjuk at the 

trial.  But the importance of Shylock for understanding Jewish identity – the Jewish double – 

should be understood in relation to the doubling of Roth through Pipik.  Pipik is entirely a 

Shylock character, forever searching for his three thousand ducats in the form of a one million 

dollar check from Smilesburger that Roth accepts as a Diasporist and loses.  Shylock‘s 

performance of Jewishness comes to embody the Jew in the same way that Pipik‘s performance 

of Roth comes to literally embody him, as Roth realizes from the beginning that ―ideas espoused 
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so forcefully by the Philip Roth in that story were mine now and would likely endure as mine 

even in the recollection of those who‘d read the retraction tomorrow‖ (35).  The media acts as the 

stage upon which the public conception of authorship and an author is formed and in Operation 

Shylock it is the stage upon which Pipik gets to play the Shylock role that Supposnik wants for his 

Anti-Semitic Theater.  It is the terror experienced in understanding how easily identity can be 

performed, but also how another‘s performance can alter both how you are perceived, and also 

how you perceive yourself. 

But what Supposnik‘s own performance ―delivering his lecture entitled ‗Who I Am‘‖ to 

Roth is ultimately in service of are The Travel Diaries of Leon Klinghoffer.  Despite Supposnik‘s 

hope that ―Philip Roth can do the same for the martyred Klinghoffer‖ (279) that Eleanor 

Roosevelt was able to do in writing the introduction to The Diary of Anne Frank, the Klinghoffer 

diaries are remarkably dull.  Roth notes the ―The terrific ordinariness of these entries‖ (328), 

which is unsurprising as these diaries do not recount the final trip aboard the Achille Lauro, but 

earlier, uneventful vacations.  Importantly, Roth ruminates on the way in which these diaries are 

authorized not so much by celebrity introductions, or expert opinions – Supposnik has ―expert 

documentation for their authenticity‖ (278) – but by acts of terror as ―[w]ithout the Gestapo and 

the PLO, these two Jewish writers (A.F. and L.K.) would be unpublished and unknown‖ (329).  

In other words, the capacity of authorizing institutions to form writers‘ reputations is increased by 

the very forces that threaten them.  And yet, the final irony lies not in that these diaries are forged, 

or in Supposnik‘s remark that ―Leon Klinghoffer […] could very easily have been a man out of 

one of your books‖ (279), but in it being Roth who was first suggested for the forging; 

Smilesburger recounts the forger suggesting, ―Why not Roth? It‘s right up his alley‖ (353).  In 

other words, Smilesburger prefers that Roth validate a fraud rather than author a forgery.  
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Whether Operation Shylock is a fraudulent confession, validated by Roth‘s name on the cover, or 

a forged one, written in Pipik‘s real name (Philip Roth), but not really Pipik‘s own words, is one 

of the work‘s quandaries.  But what the Klinghoffer diary does is to show that in either case – had 

Roth operated as authorizer or forger – Smilesburger would be the one to assure that position.  

Roth was not alone in gauging the contemporary importance of Klinghoffer.  A 1990 TV 

movie starring Burt Lancaster, Voyage of Terror: The Achille Lauro Affair (Negrin) was made 

and the American composer John Adams wrote the opera The Death of Klinghoffer, which was 

first performed in 1991.  Klinghoffer also, by the time Operation Shylock was published, had a 

significant political impact in America as the impetus behind the 1990 Anti-Terrorism Act that 

allowed victims of terrorism to sue terrorists in U.S. civil court under the same area of law (tort) 

that Pipik – Roth‘s ―terrorist for life‖ – invokes.  Were The Travel Diaries of Leon Klinghoffer 

actually to exist, what would authorize them as such would clearly be a patchwork of 

representations and reviews that would each contribute to the author production of Leon 

Klinghoffer in the same way that Anne Frank‘s authorship has been constructed.  However, 

Operation Shylock is less about the construction of Anne Frank, Aharon Appelfeld or any of the 

other writers portrayed in its pages than it is about the construction of Philip Roth as an American 

author; this is the conflict of the Diaspora that Supposnik identifies through the figures of 

Shylock and Uncle Sam whereby ―Shylock is the embodiment of the Jew in the way that Uncle 

Sam embodies for them the spirit of the United States‖ (274). 

3.4 “between the shtetl born and the Newark-born”: Negotiating American Authorship 

By the final chapters of the novel, most of the frauds have been revealed.  Pipik‘s plot 

fizzles and he disappears, leaving Jinx to start over again.  The Appelfeld interview is completed, 

but the Demjanjuk trial continues.  If Operation Shylock can be said to first describe the ways in 
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which authorship is established before then showing how it can be challenged, the final part 

illustrates a retrenchment of the authorizing capacities of the law.  In this part, Smilesburger, 

Supposnik, et al. are revealed to be Mossad agents who kidnap Roth before attempting to recruit 

him for a secret mission.  Roth agrees and after writing Operation Shylock submits it to 

Smilesburger, who in turn asks Roth to cut the final chapter and include a disclaimer disavowing 

the factual status of the work. Roth is again caught between his freedom as an American and a 

responsibility toward his Jewish identity. 

In concluding with an argument that Roth needs to be pointedly thought of in the context 

of American authors, it bears thinking about what makes this an important categorization in the 

context of this work.  Roth mixes the two essential elements of American authorship, Diasporic 

origins and regional identity.  Like Supposnik‘s Shylock and Uncle Sam, Roth‘s supposed 

identity crisis – in its combination of all the extra-national and historic connections that 

Jewishness implies and his regional identity, grounded primarily in Newark, New Jersey (―I 

should never have left the front stoop in Newark‖ (218), etc.) – is central to being an American 

writer in the first place.  As Roth puts it, this is ―the classic American squeeze, negotiating 

between the shtetl born and the Newark-born‖ (312), despite which he still sees himself as ―an 

insurance man‘s son from New Jersey‖ (122).  However, if Roth is the successful negotiator of 

―the classic American squeeze‖ he is paired with his friend George Ziad (Zee) who is less 

successfully able to negotiate between these two poles. 

Zee is Roth‘s old friend, the two of them once having lived in the same residence at the 

University of Chicago as graduate students (119).  As Zee describes his past, he went to Chicago 

to avoid his father‘s obsession with the Israeli occupation as ―every day he screamed, he wept, he 

ranted‖ and after his death Zee ―was relieved.  I was in Chicago and I thought [...] Now I can be 
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who I am‖ (120).  But he is drawn back to Ramallah and ends up reliving his father‘s obsession, 

―a son trying in vain to stanch the bleeding of a wronged and ruined father‖ (123) and now, apart 

from America, he finds that ―There are weeks, Philip, when I dream of Chicago every single 

night!‖ (123).  Zee‘s central problem is that there is no institutional solidity in which he can 

ground his own identity and as such he only exists in opposition to Israeli norms and power.  

Unlike Roth, Zee‘s American experience was one of exile, but he is not really at home in 

Ramallah either and his wife repeatedly threatens to send their son abroad.  Essentially, Zee 

represents a failed version of Roth, unable to strike a balance between the land of his father and 

the land in which he grew up. 

What the Middle East comes to represent in Operation Shylock is a coding of the foreign 

locale that has much in common with Beirut in Don DeLillo‘s Mao II and Richard Powers‘s 

Plowing the Dark and Iraq in Paul Auster‘s Man in the Dark.  In all four novels, the Middle East 

is a wild, insecure territory whose absence of stable structures of authority in the eyes of these 

novels‘ narrators gives rise to both a playful and a dangerous unsettling of identity.  Rising to 

prominence as the frontier of American hegemonic influence since the end of the Cold War, the 

Middle East essentially comes to perform the role of a postmodern or post-Cold War Wild West 

in a way that is not dissimilar to Southwestern American border fictions, such as Cormac 

McCarthy‘s Blood Meridian (1985).  These novels also contain within them a very contemporary 

sense of borders not so much as an arbitrary line, as in the Cold War‘s Berlin Wall and ―iron 

curtain,‖ but rather as a series of increasingly overlapping globalized spaces.  This is essentially 

what is at play in both Mao II and Plowing the Dark where Beirut and the United States meld into 

one another.  In Auster‘s Man in the Dark, the war in Iraq is imagined as a civil war in the United 

States.  In each of these novels this conflation of Middle East and United States is something of a 
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literary effect, a play on the way in which foreign locales can seem home-like and domestic 

scenes unheimlich.  Operation Shylock differs in that characters like Zee and Roth, caught 

between their lived experience in the United States and the cultural inheritance that the Middle 

East represents, exhibit this overlap of places as the contested ground of identity.  In all of these 

cases, these frontier territories essentially become proxy locations where the anxieties 

surrounding challenges to authorial identity can be worked out.  That terrorism and terrorist 

figures come to challenge American authority from this frontier position sets up the central 

homology in Operation Shylock between not only American authority and American authorship, 

but also Jewish authority and Jewish authorship.  

In Operation Shylock, the politics of publication and publicity maintains its global reach 

into the Middle East, but the politics of authorship are not just ―writerly‖ in some abstract way, 

but rather present a problematic identity politics whereby that which defines Roth as a Jewish 

writer also serves as an enclosure that enforces certain political demands and expectations.  When 

viewed as living in the Jewish Diaspora, Roth‘s position as an American author complicates the 

pat dichotomy of foreign and domestic as forming the traditional plane for a conflicted sense of 

national identity.  Shostak, in her discussion of the Diaspora Jew in Operation Shylock,
7
 

concludes that Roth‘s indeterminate position is what makes it so successful: 

In this novel, Roth‘s overt answer to the question ―What is a Jew?‖ is the same answer he 

gives to ―Who is Philip Roth?‖: it is all impersonation. Just as the double renders it 

impossible to construct the subject through the first—person pronoun, history—

especially the Diaspora-in its multiple consequences renders it impossible to construct an 

identity that is ―essentially‖ Jewish. And yet the impersonations of ―self‖ and ―Jew‖ have 

                                                      

7
 Debra Shostak‘s ―The Diaspora Jew and the ―Instinct for Impersonation‖: Philip Roth‘s 

Operation Shylock‖ (1997). 
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a potent presence that may be the best practical approximation of essence available to the 

postmodern, culturally dispersed self. (750) 

Although Shostak is correct in understanding Roth as engaging with a constructivist notion of the 

self, what is missing are the ways in which that self is in fact constructed. For Roth, America 

becomes both the domestic scene and the Diaspora, beholden to Israel as the center but also 

existing as its own cultural center.  Unlike Zee, who is unable to live with this conflicted identity, 

Roth successfully balances the demands of American and Diasporic identities.  But what is 

important in moving out from a discussion of the performance of identity as such to the ways in 

which authorship is constructed is that the postmodern self is actually dispersed through any 

number of authorizing institutions.  This is not the ―best practical approximation of essence‖ but 

rather the very way in which a self is constructed in the first place; in other words, identifying the 

loci in which authorship is constructed is not to hide the absent essential center of an authorial 

identity, but rather to identify its constituent and at times contradictory parts. 

In this respect, Operation Shylock is a classic piece of postmodern writing in the Žižekian 

mode whereby the big Other that defines the American author or the Jewish author (Uncle Sam 

and Shylock), are each in their own way disavowed in the context of Diasporic identity.  In the 

place of the big Other are the little big Others that I have represented as different means of 

authorization (the law, media, authoritative texts, other authors, etc.).  And yet, because none of 

these little big Others is able to fully and assuredly authorize, there is always the terror of a 

slippage of authority, that one might lose the ground of one‘s identity, through some act of terror 

against the law, which here is any challenge to the grounds upon which authorship is constructed.  

This terror is manifest in the paranoia of Operation Shylock and as Žižek reminds us, 
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When faced with such a paranoid construction, we must not forget Freud‘s warning and 

mistake it for the ―illness‖ itself: the paranoid construction is, on the contrary, an attempt 

to heal ourselves, to pull ourselves out of the real ―illness‖, the ―end of the world‖, the 

breakdown of the symbolic universe, by means of this substitute formation. (Looking 

Awry: an Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture 19; 1991) 

This, perhaps unsurprisingly, is also Smilesburger‘s conclusion after reading the draft of 

Operation Shylock that Roth submits to him for his approval: 

The message of your book? […] There are all kinds of ordeals and trials but it‘s about 

someone who is in recovery.  There‘s so much élan and energy in his encounters with the 

people he meets along the way that anytime he feels his recovery is slipping and that 

thing is coming over him again, why, he rights himself and comes through unscathed. 

(394) 

Operation Shylock, in all of its paranoia, is the reaction to the very mechanism of Roth‘s 

recovery.  This healing is both recovery – a return to the original state – and a re-covering – a 

covering over the absence of the big Other that points to its absence even as it obscures it.  This 

precisely functions through Roth‘s return to America where he meets again with Smilesburger.  It 

is through Smilesburger that the reestablishment of the law in the creation of the final version of 

Operation Shylock in the omission of proper names, the legalistic Preface, the omission of the 

final chapter (―Operation Shylock‖) and the inclusion of the closing ―Note to the Reader‖ comes 

about. 

After reading the original manuscript of Operation Shylock, Smilesburger asks that Roth 

omit the final eponymously titled chapter; Roth disagrees, but the final words are Smilesburger‘s 

advice to Roth to ―let your Jewish conscience be your guide‖ (398).  The rationale behind Roth‘s 
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decision to omit the chapter is never given, but in the preface the changes to names is explained 

as a consequence of ―legal reasons‖ (13).  Similarly, the ―Note to the Reader‖ is the required legal 

disavowal of authenticity: ―This book is a work of fiction. [...] the names, characters, places and 

incidents either are products of the author‘s imagination or are used fictitiously‖ (399).  However, 

it is Operation Shylock‘s final line from the ―Note to the Reader,‖ which ends with ―This 

confession is false,‖ that is so important.  The ambiguous nature of that line extends out to the 

entire work, not just this missing chapter, as pointed out by many critics, in that this false 

confession could either be Operation Shylock: A Confession, or refer more narrowly to the ―Note 

to the Reader,‖ a disavowal that ―This book is a work of fiction.‖  Derek Parker Royal points to 

the ways in which the work fictionally incorporates this legal disclaimer: 

For Simon and Schuster and its imprints, it is standard practice in every work of fiction to 

insert the disclaimer in small type on the copyright page immediately underneath the 

publisher‘s address.  There is no such disclaimer on the copyright page of Operation 

Shylock, perhaps because the legal department thought that the subtitle ―A Confession‖ 

was sufficient.  Yet Roth nonetheless places his amended version of the disclaimer at the 

very end of the book, a space normally reserved for notes on the author or type.  His 

―Note to the Reader‖ not only appears in exactly the same type as the rest of the book 

(suggesting continuity of the text), but, more significantly, is also listed in the table of 

contents.  It works more as a narrative slap in the face than as an unobtrusive legal 

formality. (―Text, Lives, and Bellybuttons‖ 58; 2000) 

Although Royal suggests that typographical continuity and the disclaimer not being in the 

traditional location for Simon and Schuster publications call the ―Note to the Reader‖ into 

question, the fact is that the legal requirements that define an effective disclaimer are complex 
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and open to interpretation.  In this case, it is reasonable to suggest that despite the stylistic 

similarities with the rest of the text that this is in fact a legally valid disclaimer.  That it is listed in 

the table of contents is a relevant point only insofar as Royal suggests that it makes the location of 

the disclaimer seem inconspicuous.  However, given that the disclaimer‘s location is listed on the 

page opposite the traditional copyright information and that it is offset from the rest of the work, 

it is arguable that it functions at face value.  Moreover, I think that Royal‘s suggestion that the 

subtitle ―A Confession‖ was legally sufficient for Simon and Schuster to be no less convincing 

than the simpler suggestion that the included disclaimer is meant to be exactly what it appears to 

be.  However, the insolubility of this problem outside of a legal challenge to its authenticity is in 

some respects the point; the presence of the disclaimer registers the authorizing function of the 

legal system just as Operation Shylock uses these interpretive ambiguities not to lead into an 

impossible debate about ―reality,‖ but rather to call attention to constructions of authorship and 

authority.  As in the use of legal precedents in the beginning of Operation Shylock, the allegorical 

construction of authority in the relationship between text and the authorizing legal text is, in the 

postmodern mode, fundamentally ambiguous.  Like Roth‘s relationship with Smilesburger, the 

protection offered by the law also leaves one open to the threat of coercion by outside 

interpreters. 

Alongside the legal closure that the disclaimer is meant to enact is Roth‘s involvement 

with Mossad in an attempt to help the Israeli secret service presumably deal with terrorism or 

some other threat to the state, which leads him to keep parts of his confession secret: 

I have elected to delete my final chapter, twelve thousand words describing the people I 

convened with in Athens […] chapter 11, ―Operation Shylock,‖ were deemed by him 

[Smilesburger] to contain information too seriously detrimental to his agency‘s interest 
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[…] I was, of course, no more obliged to him, his agency, or the state of Israel to 

suppress those forty-odd pages […] I had signed no statement beforehand promising to 

refrain from publishing anything. (357) 

Roth makes it clear that the power exerted on him is not directly coercive; he was not forced to 

sign anything, he chose to comply.   Rather than just converting the work wholesale into fiction, 

the original idea being to write ―a Zuckerman sequel to The Counterlife‖ (359), he initially 

chooses to allow the text to undergo review by the secret service in order to publish it as truth.  

He submits it to his Mossad contact, Smilesburger, because, ―I wanted him to confirm that what I 

was reporting as having happened had, in fact, taken place‖ (359).  In other words, to avoid 

fictionalizing he requires the same authority that wants him to suppress parts of that confession. 

The truth of the text, for Smilesburger, is too explosive, and he recommends Roth either declaim 

the entire thing as fiction, or to suppress the eleventh chapter, which recounts Roth‘s work as a 

spy for the Mossad.  Instead, Roth does both, each move undercutting the other.  The disclaimer 

at the end of the novel, declaring the confession to be false, cannot pertain to the supposedly 

therefore ‗true‘ eleventh chapter by virtue of its absence.  Roth reverses the terms by which the 

attribution of authorship is traditionally figured.  The chapter ―Operation Shylock‖ becomes less 

about a text whose authority is under question, than a text so absent that the discourse around it is 

nothing but a pure play on the construction of authorship, whether we are to authorize an account 

that says it never existed or one that says that it may have once, but never will.  Like the 

suppressed names whose first instance in the work are marked by a small circle, not quite a zero, 

but the zero degree of naming in that these pseudonyms are false names, but still are able to name 

at all, Operation Shylock has a vacant center around which its plays on authorship spin.  This play 

between what is absent or kept secret from publication and that which is published as confession 
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is directly tied to the work‘s interplay of terror and authority, as the chapter is suppressed after 

Smilesburger all but threatens Roth. 

What Smilesburger explains will happen if Roth publishes the unexpurgated version of 

Operation Shylock is not that he will be kidnapped again, but rather that a whispering campaign 

will begin, what Smilesburger calls loshon hora, or bad speech.  As Smilesburger describes it, 

this loshon hora will be 

a whispering campaign that cannot be stopped, rumours that it‘s impossible to quash, 

besmirchment from which you will never be cleansed, slanderous stories to belittle your 

professional qualifications, derisive reports of your business deceptions and your 

perverse aberrations [...] Derogatory information.  Defamatory statements. [...] Malicious 

absurdities. [...] guaranteed not only to bring on fear distress, disease, spiritual isolation 

[etc.] (397)  

What Smilesburger warns against is essentially a return of the type of distress that Pipik brought 

about, that falsehood in the media will eventually overtake him, but only this time there will be 

no recourse to the law.  If the ―Note to the Reader‖ represents the protective closure from 

terrorists like Pipik that the law is able to effect, the loshon hora Smilesburger warns of 

represents an opposite terror; namely, the terror of the arbitrary action of the law that would turn 

Roth into a double of Zee.  Yet, for Roth, Smilesburger is both an authority and is ―like a writer‖ 

(346).  He thinks of Smilesburger in a paternalistic way as for him ―[t]here‘s something in 

Smilesburger that evokes not my real father but my fantastic one—that takes over, that takes 

charge of me” (378).  Like the law, Smilesburger‘s character is two-sided, a stand-in for both the 

protection and terror of the law.  Interestingly, the loshon hora that Smilesburger warns against 

sounds remarkably close to His Way, the tell-all true story that Pipik had promised to use to 
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expose Roth as a fraud, but is unable to.  For Smilesburger, ―Pipikism, [is] the antitragic force 

that inconsequentializes everything‖ (389), but this is only true insofar as Pipik is a parody of 

authorship.  What Smilesburger has that Pipik does not is the understanding that the Roth that is 

not words – to use Pipik‘s phrasing – is the media persona that can be manipulated without, in 

true simulacral fashion, needing someone to embody the imposter.  By the end of Operation 

Shylock, Smilesburger comes to stand in for Pipik, literally, at the end of chapter nine when Roth, 

thinking that he has been captured by Pipik, concedes to call Pipik Philip, only to have 

Smilesburger arrive in his stead.  

  In this climactic moment of failed hailing, Roth attempts to blur the real and the fictional 

in person what he can only really later accomplish in writing. In his final, imagined, letter to Jinx, 

Roth offers to let Pipik, whom Roth believes that in his act of impersonation ―came closer to the 

experience of authorship than he ever did thinking about writing those books‖ (375), have his 

dying wish.  Roth offers to ―ghostwrite from him [Pipik] and publish under his name [...] I‘d be a 

very foolish writer, now that he‘s gone, not to be my imposter‘s creature [...] Your other P.R. 

assures you that the imposter‘s voice will not be stifled by him (meaning me)‖ (376).   This 

difficulty of differentiating between the real and the fictional Roth is only compounded by the 

genre identification of Operation Shylock as a confession.  Debra Shostak takes special 

consideration of this difficulty in her writing on Roth‘s ―counterlives‖ in a notable footnote:  

The novel poses particular challenges of reference, since the marker ―Philip Roth‖ 

indicates simultaneously the writer of the novel, the writer in the novel, and the 

doppelgänger. To avoid the distraction of quotation marks, I will refer to the socially and 

legally recognized entity who published Operation Shylock (and who receives its 

royalties) as Roth; ―Philip‖ or ―the narrator‖ will denote the writer in the text; and ―the 
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other Roth,‖ ―Pipik‖ (as Philip names him), and variations on ―the double‖ will indicate 

the counter-self-in-the-flesh. I should note that even this scheme doesn‘t clarify the 

referent completely. Part of the effect of Roth‘s reflexive strategy is to leave 

indeterminate, for example, who performs the kind of action indicated by my parenthesis 

in the penultimate sentence: Philip makes a point of naming his double, but obviously 

Roth is the puppet master, even though part of the novel‘s illusion requires that it is 

Philip who is the author of Operation Shylock. (727 n.3; 2004) 

Other critics, including the major Roth critic Derek Parker Royal, come to the same conclusions 

about how to solve this dilemma of naming by relying on a divided authorial self where ―Roth‖ is 

the surname, the family name, the name handed down by the father and representative of the 

father, the last name.  ―Philip‖ is the given name, the more casual first name, the name that does 

not hold authority.  It is a curiously divided signature that is created where the ―Roth‖ is always 

behind ―Philip‖ and is what authorizes him.  ―Philip‖ as the first name of the patrinomial ―Roth‖ 

is the representation encountered in the text, but which is always overshadowed by the authority, 

support and parentage of the name of the real author, ―Roth.‖  Shostak is here, perhaps 

unintentionally, adding to that play of patrimony by differentiating author and character not by 

quotations which bracket the creation as a speech-object and the creator as pure text, which is 

self-evident, authored, and able to hold the name.  Unlike Shostak, Royal and other critics who 

make a point of differentiating between ―Philip‖ and ―Roth,‖ between the textual representation 

of the author and the author who exists outside of the work, I think that this distinction is 

unnecessary and contrary to the spirit of the work and as such I have referred to an 

undifferentiated Roth throughout.  In all of the slippage inherent in representing Roth, what 

Operation Shylock shows to be important is not a puzzle of real versus representation that needs 
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to be solved; rather, what Operation Shylock is able to demonstrate are the mechanisms by which 

authorization occurs.  Operation Shylock allegorizes the formation and functioning of authorship 

in an entirely self-reflexive mode, aware that it is the representation of allegorical relationships 

between texts, the institutions of interpretation and the challenges put to them that are at play.   

3.5 Thinking Back on the 1990s 

 As two representatives of the terrorist novel of the 1990s,what DeLillo‘s pessimism in 

Mao II and Roth‘s self-reflexivity in this novel illustrate are two major American authors 

exploring the terms and mechanisms by which authorship is described and constructed.  Where 

Roth is able to really develop the terms of the debate that DeLillo founds is in the role that the 

Middle East plays in each novel.  Where for DeLillo, and also in a way with Richard Powers, the 

Middle East is a totally phantasmatic construction, a location used to allegorize the uncertain 

place of contemporary and postmodern authorship, Roth has more to say about the role of 

allegory as ―other speech.‖  Roth‘s interest in the politics and structuring of national identity is 

not limited to an American one in his sense of himself as also belonging to the Jewish Diaspora.  

More broadly, he shows how, as with the character Zee‘s commitment to Palestine and dreams of 

Chicago, people can become caught between these contradictory forms of authority and 

constructions of the self.  In Mao II, constraints on the author come in the form of abstract threats 

and worries and intrusive aids, but Roth makes the compromises involved in the construction of 

authorship part of the substance of the book in his dilemma over whether to suppress the final 

chapter.  In the following chapter on Richard Powers‘s Plowing the Dark, these constraints are 

literalized in the allegorical position of the hostage, but they are also used to describe textual 

practice, thinking through the dynamics of mediation, how we move in and out of works.  Powers 

uses terrorism less as threat, as in DeLillo, or a provocation, as in Roth, but instead as a 
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productive metaphor for thinking about the interrelations between authorship, technology and 

textual practice.  

  In each case, these authors are looking to reconcile the act of writing with a changing 

sense in the culture of what it means to be an author.  What is different in Powers is that, in 

contradistinction to DeLillo‘s prophetic novel and Roth‘s grounding in contemporary events, 

Powers‘s work is retrospective, looking back to the beginning of the 1990s from that decade‘s 

end in an attempt to capture a moment of the national cultural flux that produced him as an 

author.  Operation Shylock illustrates a fundamental ambivalence about the potential for 

authoritative documents to effectively characterizes the present or the past because of the 

complex ways in which authorship is distorted as it is formed.  Mao II hinted at this anxiety in 

Bill Gray‘s tentative decision to re-enter public life.  Like Bill‘s sense that the time has come for 

him to re-engage with the world, DeLillo likewise demonstrates a confident relationship to 

history, reacting to contemporary events like the Rushdie affair and including others, from 

Tiananmen Square to the death of the Ayatollah, in the images reproduced in the book.  What 

Powers will do in Plowing the Dark, is to look back at this period and both affirm DeLillo‘s sense 

of historical momentum, and exhibit a more Roth-like scepticism about the effects on people 

witnessing these events, how they come to understand their own interconnectedness with a world 

experienced through the television screen.  This is in line with Powers‘s interest in technology.  In 

Mao II technology was a thing to be resisted, and in Operation Shylock technology in the form of 

drugs or levels of technological mediation is disorienting.  Instead, what the next chapter will 

show are the ways in which Powers embraces a sense of the technological continuum between 

books and virtual reality, suggesting  that it is only through experiencing a medium as a made 

thing that we can gain some limited sense of the author who constructed it. 
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Chapter 4 

The Barred Window:  Technology, Terrorism and the Limits of 

Transcendence in Richard Powers’s Plowing the Dark 

 ―the machine seizes up, the faulty allegory crumbles‖ (Plowing the Dark 401) 

 

4.1 Plowing the Dark:  Richard Powers’s Retrospection  

 Any discussion of allegory always begins with the caveat that it is a category that can be 

stretched so broadly as to become shorthand for interpretation itself.  So when, in the climactic 

moment of Richard Powers‘s 1999 novel Plowing the Dark, the destruction of a virtual world is 

described as the crumbling of a ―faulty allegory,‖ it is fair to say that he has a particular 

conception of the term in mind.  And yet, Powers does not provide any directly authoritative 

definition.  Rather, the structure of the novel functions as an allegorical inter-interpretation of two 

parallel narratives.  In them, Plowing the Dark retrospectively captures the moment of the late 

1980s and early 90s when, in the first moments of the post-Cold War world, the revolutionary 

potential of new technologies came up against the reactionary ideologies of newly resurgent 

terrorist groups.  It is a novel filled with gestures toward transcendence that end up being failed 

escapes.  For Powers, this is the nature of reading itself, a sense of the work of art as an authored, 

―made thing,‖ but which can never grasp a transcendent authorial intention.  This is exemplified 

in the novel‘s dual narratives that the reader necessarily must reconcile, in order to discover an 

organizing principle.  It is in this way that the allegorical inter-interpretation of texts in the novel 

points toward a model of the author that does not exert interpretive closure over the text, but 

whose position in relation to it can nonetheless be asserted. 
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 What distinguishes Powers‘s use of allegory from DeLillo‘s is this grounding in textual 

practice.  The allegorical relationship between authorship and terrorism in Mao II exhibits 

DeLillo‘s unease with both the roles that both authors and terrorists play in contemporary society.  

There is the lingering sense that using the terrorist to allegorize authorship may only further 

deepen anxieties about the contemporary role of authors.  Powers‘s novel is more optimistic in 

that it uses allegorical techniques to reconstruct the author‘s role.   

The representations of terrorists and terrorism that I cover in this project are not attempts 

to capture the authentic voice of the other.  What these novelists are engaged in is an 

aestheticizing of the political in their self-conscious appropriation of the terrorist as a figure to 

explore the anxieties of the American literary author by touching on issues that affect American 

authority more broadly.  As Jeremy Tambling explains, Jameson ―sees texts which are not in 

formalist terms allegories as nonetheless allegorical‖ (154).  For Jameson, ―the allegorical spirit is 

profoundly discontinuous, a matter of breaks and heterogeneities, of the multiple polysemia of the 

dream‖ (73).  The ―other speech‖ of allegory in Jameson‘s conception is that of the political 

unconscious, iterating the traces of historical context within the text.  In Powers‘s novel, dreams 

are not a bad metaphor for the type of limited transcendence that virtual reality technology 

provides, a form of ―other speech‖ that acts both as an expression and an experience that is 

seemingly outside of everyday experience and yet totally conditioned by it. 

At its most abstract, Jameson‘s political dialectic of other speech, where text and context  

mutually inform each other through allegorical interpretation, is useful in thinking about allegory 

outside traditional conceptions of the term.  Plowing the Dark‘s alternating narratives structurally 

move toward the syncretism of postmodern allegory by simultaneously providing an allegory that 

develops as the two narrative texts are read through each other.  This two-part structure‘s 
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interpretive challenge—how the experience of each parallel text is mediated by the other—is 

replicated in the focus of both narratives on the technological mediation of art, from the 

phenomenological experience of the printed page to the flights of technological fancy explored in 

virtual reality.  In addition, this temporal flattening of text and pretext into two separate but 

interdependent narratives is inverted in their spatial arrangement, which, like postcolonial 

allegory, locates one in the United States and the other on the periphery (in this case, Lebanon). 

I believe that my basic structural conception of postmodern allegory – two paired 

narratives, syncretically developed and read through each other – is compatible, if not always 

coterminous, with Deborah L. Madsen‘s foundational formulation of the generic characteristics of 

postmodernist allegory in her The Postmodernist Allegories of Thomas Pynchon.  Madsen follows 

Brian McHale‘s arrangement of postmodernism around questions of ontology as opposed to 

modernism‘s preoccupation with epistemology (1992).  Traditional allegory for Madsen follows a 

quest whereby pretextual signifieds help characters to know about the world.  Postmodernist 

allegory is centered around the absence of such signifieds, the loss of an authoritative point of 

view, whose questers search out the nature of signs that refuse to yield meaning, but instead 

uncover how ―their approach to the quest has been manipulated by corrupt cultural forces that use 

the quest after absolute meaning to extend the domain of their ideological hegemony‖ (Pynchon 

23).  That I diverge from Madsen may be a product of the inherent difficulty in defining the limits 

of the postmodern period.  Given that Powers and Pynchon are a generation apart, these 

differences are perhaps unsurprising. 

Rather than using Powers to challenge Madsen, I see the concerns and forms of allegory 

that Powers uses as an evolution of the political and ontological crises that Madsen identifies in 

Pynchon‘s work.  In dealing with literature of the past twenty years there is a clear problem of 
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periodization: do the qualities of canonical postmodern authors hold for those who come a 

generation later?  Madsen, in working with Pynchon as emblematic of postmodernist allegory, 

chooses a central postmodern author, and Powers is clearly from a later generation, but he is 

hardly outside of the purview of postmodernism.  And yet, there are differences.  It is not the goal 

of this project to define ―post-postmodern‖ or whatever neologism might be used to define the 

period subsequent to postmodernist ideas and cultural practices.  Rather than worry about 

significant breaks with the recent past, I want to focus on continuities and variations because they 

may, in time, become definitive qualities of a new period, but are not significantly divergent in 

the 1990s to be the ground for such claims. 

In thinking about the relationship between Powers‘s and Madsen‘s articulation of 

Pynchon‘s use of allegory, there are interesting differences.  Where Pynchon‘s characters are 

textual surrogates for the reader, enacting a worried search for meanings that are irretrievably 

lost, Powers uses paired narratives to show competing worldviews that the reader is challenged to 

inter-interpret.  Where Pynchon‘s characters unmask hegemonic ideologies, Powers‘s characters 

either knowingly take them for granted or are naively taken captive by their products.  For 

Madsen, ―allegory generally focuses upon interpretation as an activity that mediates between the 

individual consciousness and culture‖ (Pynchon 3) and in Pynchon it functions as an encounter 

with ideology.  What Powers does is to politicize the mediation of individual consciousness 

through culture by focussing on the way the technologies of culture – from books to virtual reality 

– are not an escape from the coercive formations that haunt Pynchon‘s paranoid characters and 

which are facts of the contemporary world Powers describes.  This coercive authority for Madsen 

is always a shadowy one, but in Powers these experiences can ―put us head to head with a maker 

who is not us‖ (Powers ―Being and Seeming‖; 2000).  
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It is in the homologies between authority and authorship that postmodern allegory is of a 

piece with prior conceptions of the term.  Paul Smith argues for the essential relationship between 

allegory and authorship whereby a key part of the allegorical impulse is ―that the allegorist can 

recognize the possibility of his own remanence within culture, or can attempt to inscribe a fixed 

position for himself within that history‖ (113).  Here, as in all the other novels I study in my 

dissertation, the Middle East as the political locus of terrorism acts as a globalized other whose 

violent political immediacy challenges the cultural relevance of the American author, the 

―remanence within culture‖ that the author is attempting to inscribe.  The Middle East is not a 

clearly defined political entity, but is rather a mobile trope for these writers.  In other words,  the 

Middle East as a geographical other place, like the ―other speech‖ of the terrorist, says less about 

the Middle East or the people and politics of the place than it does about the American authors 

who represent them.  On the one hand, for these writers, terrorism offers a liberatory model 

whereby authorial work can violently break into the public consciousness through political action.  

But on the other, particularly in representations of kidnapping, it is depicted as the way in which 

globalization creates these violent, semi-mute figures who enact a literally terroristic closure, 

threatening to silence the authorial voice in the way that the American author is often represented 

as the neutralized also-ran in the game of American cultural hegemony, no longer holding the 

cultural capital to effectively voice dissent from within.   

In Plowing the Dark, the other place of the Middle East finds its analogue in the virtual 

worlds that the employees of TeraSys create and explore.  Like the failure of terrorism as a 

liberatory trope, the deployment of virtual reality technology in the novel evinces an enthusiasm 

for a transcendent, sublime aesthetic experience, but one which is ultimately experienced as 

closure when the implications of that technology within the American military-industrial complex 
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are unmasked.  Represented by its dual narratives, the relationship between America and the 

Middle East, and between reality and virtual reality, serve to reinforce the articulation of a 

particularly postmodern form of allegory.  This postmodern allegory privileges the spatial over 

the temporal in its demonstration of the mutual inter-interpretation of each member of these 

binary pairs. 

4.2 Contextualizing Richard Powers 

As novelists go, Richard Powers is unabashedly intellectual.  The scope and complexity 

of his of novels on the interrelations of Bach and genetics (The Goldbug Variations (1991)), 

artificial intelligence (Galatea 2.2 (1995)) and the environmental impact of American industrial 

development (Gain (1998)), has fostered a reputation of brainy ambition.  James Wood, in a 

feature on Powers in The New Yorker, writes that 

In his novels, Powers generally likes to keep two plots going. One story line poses, and 

tries to solve, a relatively abstract puzzle: Does the human mind function like a 

computer? Does genetics offer the best explanation of ―the riddle of life‖? What is the 

nature of consciousness? […] The idea is that the messiness of human interaction 

deepens and complicates the initial abstract puzzle, and will always offer its own, ragged 

solution to that puzzle. (Wood; 2009) 

This dual-plotting is more than a formulaic plot device for Powers – as Wood later suggests – it is 

essential to Powers‘s project, which is not just to position contemporary authorship as the work of 

a Dr. Frankenstein, putting the spark of life into the mechanical, aesthetic deadweight of complex 

scientific issues.  Rather, the essence of Powers‘s plotting is inter-interpretation, an uneasy 

synthesis whereby the life of the mind loses its Romantic pretensions and techno-scientific 
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abstractions are concretized in daily life.  It is this traditionally allegorical element to Powers‘s 

novels, his characters representing abstract positions, which lead Wood to conclude that 

Again and again, Powers finds himself drawn to a characterological enigma, the various 

answers to which he then sorts through, like a good researcher. But these enigmas arise in 

the first place only because he begins with such a basic concept of human motive. 

Richard Powers‘s novels are thus unwitting, even anxious confessions of their own 

inability to animate his characters. So they circle around their lack, animals not quite 

willing to shun their own dead. 

Yet, if indeed the point is that we are to read these characters as both more than pure abstractions, 

but less than fully human, then Wood‘s conclusion is more indicative of the disappointment of an 

aesthetic presumption than an attempt to understand Powers‘s writing on its own terms.  In 

Powers‘s important essay, ―Being and Seeming,‖ written prior to Plowing the Dark, he talks 

about ―a story needing only some other minds‘ pale  analogies to resensitize us to everything in it 

that we‘ve grown habituated to‖ (―Being and Seeming‖ no pag.; emphasis added).  The analogies 

are ―pale‖ because they are ultimately abstractions from the totality of our lifeworlds, but they are 

nonetheless powerful for their ability to make us see the world outside of fiction in a new way.  

Despite having the novelty of dealing with issues of mediation and virtual reality, this is an 

argument about the role of ―defamiliarization‖ in literature as argued by the Russian formalist 

critic, Viktor Shklovsky (1916). Powers‘s abstractions allow us to step between forms of 

mediation and the world, alternately familiar and strange, and this is, in different ways, the topic 

of much of the academic criticism on Plowing the Dark. 

 Criticism on Plowing the Dark is thematically consistent with the attention paid to 

Powers‘s other novels.  In The Gold Bug Variations (1991) and Galatea 2.2 (1995) the 
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relationship between technology and literature have been central and in Gain (1998) in Powers‘s 

attempts to ground broad narratives about the progress of American capitalism to the specifics of 

individual experience.  In keeping with these general themes, both Bruno Latour (2008) and 

Carter Scholz (2008) have discussed Plowing the Dark in the context of the intersections between 

science and literature.  Ryan Bishop and John Philips‘s ―Among the Blind‖ (2008) historicizes 

representations of technology in Plowing the Dark in the context of modelling threats in the Cold 

War and the War on Terror.  Powers is used to discuss the relationship between technology and 

the sublime by Jana Ozturgut (2006).  Similarly, Charles B. Harris (2004) uses the concept of 

technoromanticism in his reading of the novel as a critique of realist modes of representation.  

Trey Strecker‘s (2008) focus on the role of refuge and re-entry in the novel is in keeping with 

other critical engagements with Powers‘s work using systems theory.  Most interesting for my 

own study has been Bradley Smith‘s recent article ―On Reality and Virtuality: A Study of Time-

Spaces in Plowing the Dark‖ (2009), which uses Mikhail Bakhtin‘s term ―chronotopes‖ to 

describe the two plot lines of the novel.  Smith‘s main point is that Powers recognizes that virtual 

spaces are not the freeing of the mind from the politics of the ―real‖ body.  Instead, he argues that 

―Powers is suggesting a new understanding of virtuality—one where reality and virtuality are 

combined through the synchronicity of shared experience to create a new reality‖ (106-7).  What 

this project shares with the majority of these critical approaches to Plowing the Dark is an attempt 

to understand the abstractions, which James Wood dislikes in Powers‘s representation of 

technology, as constituting a fundamental challenge to realist representation.   

4.3 “Being and Seeming” 

The relationship between realist representation and techno-scientific abstractions are 

directly tackled by Powers in an essay entitled ―Being and Seeming: The Technology of 
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Representation‖ where he prefigures many of the central themes of Plowing the Dark, but 

emphasizes authorship in thinking about technologies of mediation.  Despite discussing 

architecture, the novel, and hypothetical forms of virtuality, Powers makes it clear that ―[n]o 

change in medium will ever change the nature of mediation. A world depicted with increasing 

technical leverage remains a depiction, as much about its depicters as about the recalcitrant 

world.‖  It is our awareness of the role of ―depicters‖ that Powers sees as an essential function of 

the work of art as for him, 

the beauty of a book lies in its ability to unmake us, to interrupt our imaginary 

continuities and put us head to head with a maker who is not us. Story is a denuding, 

laying the reader bare, and the force of that denuding lies not in our entering into a 

perfect representation, but in our coming back out. It lies in that moment, palpable even 

before we head into the final pages, when we come to remember how finely narrated is 

the life outside this constructed frame, a story needing only some other minds‘ pale  

analogies to resensitize us to everything in it that we‘ve grown habituated to. (no pag.; 

emphasis added) 

This is ultimately why Powers‘s engagement with technology and art matters: his thinking about 

the nature of mediation itself makes it imperative that one reconsider the fundamental positions 

(reader, writer) that constitute interpretation in a given medium.  Moreover, the process by which 

we can be put ―head to head with a maker‖ matches the two-part narrative that he uses in Plowing 

the Dark in the focus-horizon shift that he describes.  This phenomenological description of the 

reading process is, in its interrelation of two mutually informing texts, in keeping with my own 

conception of allegory.  If postmodern allegory can be defined primarily in spatial terms, as 

opposed to the purely temporal mode of text and pretext, then I believe that Bradley Smith‘s 
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analysis of the space-times of the novel is the structural key to understanding Powers‘s implicit 

allegorical stance.  Powers‘s essentially postmodern conception of the textuality of the world as 

set against the constructed frame of a story‘s text invokes the same textual interrelatedness that is 

the founding stone of allegory.  What makes Powers unlike a standard poststructuralist – 

following Derrida‘s famous maxim that there is no outside the text –  is that his move is not, like 

Barthes‘s, an anti-theological one whereby the absence of a single creator of the world‘s 

constructedness is aligned with the death of the author.  Powers‘s conclusion is the opposite; a 

story for Powers, like the abstraction for which allegory is criticized, is not a championing of 

realist representation, but is rather a powerful artifice.  For him, narrative, like ―any building, 

however monumental, however disembodied or virtual or gravity-defying, will always be 

constrained by the material of collective story, the plot of its appearance here, the narrative shape 

of its makers‖ (―Being and Seeming‖).  What is interesting is that Powers, in his engagement with 

the hypothetical promise of technology, explores these conclusions about the basic role of 

mediation in Plowing the Dark, not by remaining in a speculative mode, but by returning to a 

particular historical moment, the late 1980s and early 1990s, when that speculation was at its 

most hyperbolic. 

4.4 Reality and Virtual Spaces:  Plowing the Dark’s Many Rooms 

The opening narrative of Plowing the Dark follows Adie Klarpol, a onetime commercial 

artist from New York who is drawn by her former lover Steve Spiegel to work for TeraSys, a 

large Microsoft-ish computer company in Washington state.  She is hired as an artist in residence, 

helping to develop the stunted aesthetic experience of the virtual reality machine known as the 

Cavern.  The other TeraSys workers use the Cavern as a way of modelling and observing the real 

world in what Ryan Bishop and John Phillips view as the modelling of threats, a continuation of 
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the Cold War models of ―as-if‖ scenarios taken into the war on terror‘s gauging of threat, that 

become emblematic of the mediation of the world.  Klarpol instead sees the Cavern as an 

aesthetic project whose iterations move from the first ―crayon world‖ to working replicas of 

Henri Rousseau‘s ―The Dream‖ and Vincent Van Gogh‘s ―La chamber de Vincent a St-Remy, 

France,‖ culminating in a scale replica of the Hagia Sophia.  Klarpol‘s story is split between the 

tech-enthusiasm of the VR development team and recollections of her college years with Steve 

and Ted Zimmerman, a composer suffering from multiple sclerosis who ends up confined to a 

hospital bed in Lebanon, Ohio.  The narrative structure of Plowing the Dark alternates between 

Klarpol‘s narrative and the diegetically separate story of Taimur Martin, a teacher who escapes 

his life in D.C. to work in Beirut only to be taken hostage by an Islamist cell and kept captive in a 

locked, windowless room.  Struggling to maintain his sanity he first retreats into his mind before 

realizing how desperately he needs some connection to other people. 

As Bradley Smith has correctly pointed out, the dominant trope in Plowing the Dark is 

the cave and the prominence of these sorts of spatial metaphors has been emphasized by Powers.  

In an interview with Stephen J. Burn (2008), Powers discusses what he calls ―Plowing the Dark‘s 

descent into extreme ‗locked room‘ subjectivity‖ (175).  The novel‘s third narrative form, 

introduced in the opening prefatory pages of the novel, is the description of a series of abstract 

rooms that obliquely relate to the progression of the two central narratives.  It is on this first page 

that the key elements – the locked room, the primacy of space over temporality, the continuance 

of a world outside of the fictional enclosure – are all first introduced.
8
  The book opens onto a 

                                                      

8
 Arguably, it is even before the first page in light of Powers‘ discussion of the importance of the 

covers of all of his books in the same interview, explaining that ―I am an amateur visual artist, 

and for every book that I have written, I have designed an ‗ideal cover‘ early on in the writing 

process. I find that exercise in visualization wonderfully focusing, and it provides a kind of 

shorthand for the emotional signature of the work that I am building‖ (167).  The novel‘s cover 
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passage describing an abstract ―room‖ where it ―is never anything o‘clock‖ that is variously 

described as both a ―chamber‖ and ―a strongbox in the inviolate vault‖ of fiction that has its own 

temporality as ―[o]nly when you step back into the corridor does now revive.  Only escaped, 

beneath the failing sky‖ (3).  It is important for the overall structure that these fundamental 

elements, as they are differently iterated in the Klarpol and Taimur narratives, are grounded in the 

―rooms‖ chapters that act as the metafictional entrée for the reader to enact the same enclosures 

and escapes – what Trey Strecker has called the processes of refuge and re-entry in the novel – 

experienced by the characters.  In both the Adie and the Taimur narratives, these contextual shifts 

are enacted as a series of failed escapes.  Taimur flees Chicago and Adie New York for an idyllic 

otherness in the countryside just outside of Beirut and Seattle.  Adie finds ―Pacific crystalline 

afternoons, [...] The place was all she‘d dreamed, and then some [...] Within a week of her 

moving into the cottage, she stopped dreaming of the city she‘d abandoned‖ (23).  For Taimur, 

Beirut is ―[a] recovering place.  A good place to recover.  The resinous air, the olive mountains. 

Arid, azure, clear‖ (22).  The course of both narratives then moves to the claustrophobic rooms of 

Taimur‘s cell and TeraSys‘s ―Cavern.‖  The intermediary room ―chapters‖ include: chapter 10 

(―The Jungle Room‖), chapter 13 (―The Room of Economics‖), chapter 19 (―Imagination‘s 

Room‖), chapter 22 (―The room life lends you to sleep in‖), chapter 27 (―The Therapy Room‖), 

chapter 30 (―The Warm Room‖), chapter 37 (―The Room of Holy Wisdom‖), chapter 41 (―The 

Dark Room‖) and finally chapter 43 (―The Room of the Cave‖).  The narration of each chapter, 

like the alternating Klarpol-Taimur narratives, is variously in either the second or third person 

                                                                                                                                                              

illustration is a triptych in perspective (like the room of a stage, with no fourth wall).  The left and 

right walls refer to environments made in the Virtual Reality Cavern by Adie Klarpol (left is ―The 

Dream‖ by Henri Rousseau, right is ―La chamber de Vincent a St-Remy, France‖ by Vincent Van 

Gogh).  The back wall depicts a wall of the room where Taimur Martin is held captive.  In this 

way the cover illustration becomes metonymic for the space of the book as a room to be inhabited 

in the same way    
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and is related to events occurring in either or both of the main narratives (e.g., ―The Room of 

Holy Wisdom‖ chapter comes alongside the building of a virtual Hagia Sophia).  What all these 

rooms have in common and what gives them their metafictional weight is that each is 

fundamentally about the experience of the world of fiction as an accommodating escape.  It is 

only in the final one, ―The Room of the Cave,‖ that the promise of leaving the world of fiction 

given in the preface – ―when you step back into the corridor‖ – is given as the ultimate 

dissolution of the world of representation and the reassertion of the world outside of it.  These 

double escapes, both into and then out of fiction, enact a traumatic shift between levels of 

mediation.  This shift requires the inter-interpretation of the novel‘s braided narratives, and is the 

structuring principle by which these narratives act as mutually informing allegories. 

4.5 Adie Klarpol: Used by the World Machine 

In the narrative that follows Adie Klarpol, these contextual shifts are in each case about 

the role of the artist in relation to mediating technology.  Initially, the virtual reality world of the 

Cavern is embodied by ―The Crayon Room,‖ which in its artistic amateurism (the name refers to 

the poorly drawn quality of the visual experience) does not yet contain the traces of authorship 

she is brought in to provide, for her ―this world leaves no trace of its makers‖ (19).  The Cavern‘s 

next iteration is an adaptation of Henri Rousseau‘s ―The Dream,‖ a kind of aesthetic jungle that 

the user can navigate.  The goal of perfect representation through technology that Adie attempts 

in both this room and the subsequent adaptation of Vincent Van Gogh‘s ―Bedroom at Arles‖ has 

been discussed by Charles B. Harris, in his ―Technoromanticism and the Limits of 

Representationalism: Richard Powers‘s Plowing the Dark‖ (2004).  ―Technoromanticism,‖ a term 

coined by Richard Coyne to define the postmodern period, presumes the reassertion of a kind of 

onto-theological conception of creativity in the hoped for capacity of technology to create an all 
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encompassing digital world.  The desire to ―live in the room that the painter‘s suicide vacated‖ 

(268) is more than just the failure of technological representation to perfectly recreate the world, 

but rather the goal of the weirdly functional ―Bedroom at Arles‖ is to live in a room that does 

leave a trace of its maker.  What Adie does not seem to realize is the impact that her own role as a 

commercial artist has, the traces of herself as maker, on the project. 

 As she visits the other TeraSys workers‘ use of the Cavern, her role as an employee of 

this large corporation and the geo-political impact of the types of technology that they are 

employed to advance becomes increasingly apparent.  Initially, Adie believes that her move to 

corporate art is a rejection of the ineffectuality of the New York art world as for her, ―TeraSys.  

Exxon.  GM.  Things that make this world.  Things people believe in.  I’ll tell you what’s real.  

Microsoft is real.  The gallery world is a wannabe dress-up game‖ (95).  The interjection of the 

global political context in which Adie is working is part of the Zeitgeist project of Plowing the 

Dark‘s placing of its events on a particular historical axis: the political revolutions of 1989 and 

1990.  From the Cavern, the VR team watches the end of the Cold War, the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union, the protests in Tiananmen Square, and sees in this the seeds of a new world that is 

in some sense driven by the same historical processes that produce the technological revolution 

that they are a part of, that ―[m]aybe the spreading world machine was catalyzing this mass 

revolution.  Maybe silicon seeds had planted in the human populace an image of its own 

potential‖ (125).  However, Powers does more with these scenes of technologically effected 

modes of global interconnection by showing how they can also be isolating and, in being so, even 

privilege individual action, as when Adie Klarpol watches the events in Tehran and Tiananmen 

Square: 
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Adie stood pinned in the group hysteria.  The madness of crowds swept over her, even in 

this back projection.  Only when the cameras cut for a commercial could she breathe.  

She turned and walked out through the Cavern‘s open wall.  Up from the nightmare, no 

chains or checkpoints.  She cast a look back from the outer doorway.  And there she saw 

a scene that haunted her long after Tehran and Tiananmen faded to black: a dozen 

stunned lives, huddled in a picture-pitched tent, trapped in the rising information flood. 

(141) 

Adie‘s isolation is not that of one of the team members, stunned in front of the events portrayed 

on the screen, but of someone who is able to move between these different styles of experiencing 

the world, who is both able to feel part of the crowd, unmediated by the screen, and yet is able to 

step back and see the poverty of that experience.  It is the primacy of individual actors and their 

ultimate unpredictability
9
 that is the most challenging element for the economic model of the 

world that O‘Brien, another VR team member, is trying to develop.  He is unable to account for 

the oil crisis of the 1980s as ―It seemed that, in order for simulation to cope with the shocks of a 

radical sheik, it would have to contain as many interdependent variables as the Arabian Peninsula 

had grains of sand‖ (121).  The unpredictability of the individual actor and the capacity for 

individual experience to be both a part of and to transcend the crowd are two essential elements 

of Powers‘s depiction of the limits of representation.  What Adie‘s phenomenological shift from 

                                                      

9
 And here Powers is able to capture another of the enthusiasms of the 1990s: chaos theory.  

Perhaps the most popular example of chaos theory comes from the 1993 film Jurassic Park 

(Spielberg) where Malcolm, the mathematician played by Jeff Goldblum, uses the random path of 

a drop of water running down his finger to explain the inherent unpredictability of events and the 

inability to ever fully prepare for all possible outcomes.  This acknowledging of the 

unavoidability of risk in risk management that Goldblum‘s character uses to explain the 

inevitable dinosaur catastrophe in Jurassic Park did not survive into the twenty-first century 

where the failure of imagination described by the 9/11 Commission Report (339; 2004) suggests a 

contemporary need to assert control over a situation rather than a willingness to live with the 

possibility of unaccounted for threats. 
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experiencing the depiction of the world in the Cavern as simulation, standing in for real 

experience, to standing at the edge of the frame watching her coworkers absorbed in the 

broadcast, is that unbeknownst to her it gets at the truth of the Cavern‘s implication in the real 

world of political events.   

 In the Cavern‘s final iteration, Adie Klarpol and the rest of the team embark on creating a 

scale replica of the Hagia Sophia, which comes to represent the tying together of the Adie and the 

Taimur narratives as ―The place where the West almost traveled East.  Or should that be the other 

way around?‖ (340).  That they should choose a place so grounded in notions of transcendence is 

appropriately ironic given that this is meant to be the experience that will sell the Cavern to 

investors as an immanent thing, a technological product.  This ultimate implication in the politics 

and economics of their project is prefigured before Adie finally realizes her position.  What 

initially foreshadows this realization is her observation of the youngest member of the TeraSys 

team who seems to be playing a videogame over the network against an opponent in another 

location.  She soon realizes that he is moving in and out of the game, scripting the artificial 

opponent as the game progresses, leaving Adie to watch 

in horror: shadowy lives playing against living shadows.  A sudden pupaphobia overtook 

her as she watched the boy volley, step out, recompile a few new lines of code, step back 

in and volley again.  Like Buster Keaton‘s projectionist, slipping in and out of his own 

projection.  She turned from the scene to bolt, but there was no way out of the frame. 

(378) 

This horror recalls the earlier scene that ―haunted her‖ when she steps back from the news reports 

of Tehran and Tiananmen, then still able to leave the frame.  ―Buster Keaton‘s projectionist‖ is 

likely a reference to the silent film Sherlock Jr. (1924), where a hapless projectionist who spends 
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his days reading detective fiction enters the movie he is showing and becomes the detective.
10

  

The second anticipatory scene takes the creator/created opposition to a theological level as Adie 

becomes troubled by the implications of creating a virtual Hagia Sophia.  She begins to see it as a 

divine object, which leads her to the conclusion that they are breaking the second commandment 

against the making of graven images.  Adie claims that this is the ―one true prohibition.  It’s like 

God knew that if we ever got started drawing […] That we’d keep at it until the picture is done‖ 

(391).   Her sense of being trapped within the frame coupled with this ethical crisis is completed 

in another news broadcast, this time announcing the start of the Gulf War, effectively 

demonstrating another technological revolution of the period, the rise of the 24-hour news station: 

The whole planet descended into the flicker of shared delirium.  Scores of countries came 

onto the coaxial cable, just to get the twenty-four-hour feed.  The Northern Hemisphere 

embarked on a winter of perpetual broadcast.  On signal, by mass, silent agreement, an 

unbroken umbrella of full coverage stitched itself together.   

No hiding place could escape the continuous update.  Wherever Adie went, she 

stood looking through the crosshairs.  (394) 

Here the merging of reality and virtuality is, as Bradley Smith has argued, complete.  Adie‘s 

disillusionment seems almost comic, as Steve incredulously informs her that the whole project of 

the Cavern can be traced back to the military: ―The military?  The Air Force invented virtual 

reality half a century ago. [...] If you want to know the truth, we’re stealing their code.  The whole 

                                                      

10
 The logic of re-entry described by Powers‘ fiction is likewise present in Keaton‘s film, where 

he unsuccessfully uses the conventions of detective fiction to attempt to solve problems in his 

actual life; he then, in a dream, enters the film where his detective persona allows him to 

successfully perform the role in keeping with the conventions of the film.  Sherlock Jr. concludes 

with a scene where the protagonist is finally able to seduce his girlfriend in the projection booth 

by mimicking an actor on screen who is doing the same thing at the same time.  Successful inter-

interpretation here likewise becomes aligned with a kind of syncretism between the performance 

of the actors on the screen and the performance of the projectionist with his lover. 
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runaway century, living off military spin-offs‖ (395, 396).  What appears just as horrifying for her 

is not the just the origins and uses of the project she is involved with, but rather the experience of 

a contextual shift that is outside of her control, that her escape from the old commercial art she 

worked on into the digital work in the Cavern, was not a movement into a solipsistic world, but 

rather one that is just as connected, if not more so, to the life in New York she left.  For her,  

the Cavern—all smart weaponry—were just first sketches for the next, larger assembly.  

Her work here was just a rough draft for technology‘s wider plan.  The world machine 

had used her, used them all to bring itself into existence. And its tool of choice—its lever 

and place to stand, the tech that would spring it at last into three dimensions—was that 

supreme, useless, self-indulgent escapism.  The thing that made nothing happen.  The 

mirror of nature. Art. (397-8) 

This all too common story of the failures of the artist in postmodernity – representing 

unproductive forms of work amidst the triumph of consumer capitalism and ineffectual escapism 

from a position that is always already implicated in the world it is fleeing – is not where Powers 

leaves us.  It is in the Taimur Martin hostage narrative that Adie‘s fear of interconnection is offset 

by Taimur‘s crushing isolation, where the phenomenological experience of technology is pared 

down to the impressions the printed page can still contain.   

4.6 Taimur Martin: The Locked Room’s Prisoner 

Given that Adie‘s situation is directly paired with Taimur‘s hostage narrative, how does 

the novel set the terms of terror and terrorism as useful tropes for the role of the contemporary 

artist?  There is more to be made of Powers‘s use of terrorism than the simple homology between 

the terror felt by Taimur while a hostage and Adie Klarpol‘s role as a character out of a Don 

DeLillo novel, entranced by a fear of the crowds.  There are similarities in the way that the 
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reclusive artists in a DeLillo novel like Mao II and Powers‘s characters in Plowing the Dark flee 

the complications of the world of commerce and everyday life in favour of an idealized escape 

that does not deliver on its promises.  For example, the author Bill Gray in Mao II sees a 

fundamental connection between technology and terror, for Bill, ―we‘re giving way to terror, to 

news of terror, to tape records and cameras, to radios, to bombs stashed in radios.  News of 

disaster is the only narrative people need. The darker the news, the grander the narrative‖ (42).  

Similarly, one of the central points of interconnection between the Taimur and Adie narratives is 

the way in which language and technology are mutually implicated.  In the expository sections of 

Adie‘s narrative, technology is made intelligible by putting it in words that she can understand – 

for example, she describes the VR glasses as ―a giant View-Master‖ toy (27) – its essence 

becomes concretized in the language of everyday things.  Moreover, this ―View-Master‖ that 

Adie eventually comes to question cannot be far from the scepticism toward grand- or master-

narratives that Lyotard suggests typifies the postmodern condition.     

Taimur‘s narrative is thematically contrapuntal to Adie‘s, beginning not with a building 

up of language, but by tearing his modes of narrativizing experiencing down until he is left with 

the pure phenomenological experience of the book as a technological object, built up from the 

essence of his experience of it.  This mode of using technology as an impetus for the narrativizing 

of experience is precisely one of the conceptions of terror that Jean-François Lyotard uses in The 

Postmodern Condition.  Plowing the Dark does more than just reify the ―terroristic‖ function of 

technology in the sense that its corporate masters limit the ―playing of language games‖ that is 

exemplified by Adie‘s work with TeraSys and Taimur‘s kidnapping.  Instead, Plowing the Dark 

engages with the closing sentiment to The Postmodern Condition where Lyotard claims that ―we 

can hear the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror, for the realization of the fantasy to 
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seize reality‖ (82) and it is, I argue, on this level that we are meant to inter-interpret the Adie and 

Taimur narratives.  Terror in this novel is the anxiety produced by this fantasy of seizing reality 

through technology – from virtual reality of transcendent technology to the theology of the 

printed page – and this is implicated in a construction of authorship that the novel problematizes 

in its contextual shifts from viewing authors as seizing realty to letting them see how they inhabit 

a reality that has been seized by other forms of authority. 

Despite being a teacher and not an author, Taimur Martin‘s experience as a kidnap victim 

by an Islamist terrorist group immediately figures him as one.  The kidnapping itself is 

experienced by him as a mixture of pure terror and nearly ridiculous genre convention:  

They‘re all shouting quietly, a Chinese fire drill.  An improvised skit of confusion.  One 

ties your hands behind you.  Another shoves your head down to clear the car roof, just 

like in the cop shows. […] ―Don‘t worry.  Don‘t worry.  This is just political.‖  The 

comic diction comforts you.  These men are amateurs. […] Someone‘s foot rests on your 

temple, just for the thrill of disgracing you. [...] You give in to the heat of the floorboard, 

to the nail of the shoe on your skull, the sponge bath of terror. (49) 

As Taimur‘s reality is literally seized in his kidnapping, his first impulse is to narrativize his 

experience, setting his own mode of authorship against the authority to which he is subject.  

Taimur increasingly textualizes his life, from the ―Prison narratives [that] march through your 

[his] mind‖ (186), to his attempts to figure out the origin of his captivity.  In doing so, he settles 

on a kind of epistemological dilemma ―figuring out which innocent student turned you in‖ (148).  

The paradox in his phrasing is illustrative.  His view of the student as innocent must be 

undermined by finding out that they have turned him in; he narrativizes his experience as a search 

for the one who authored the narrative – who ―told on him‖ – that placed him in this position.  He 
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reads the real danger as cartoonish scenes from television.  However, this narrativizing distance 

collapses when he gets hit in the head after a sarcastic response (they ask why he is there, he 

responds, ―You kidnapped me‖ [51]).  This leads him to remember ―the vanished lesson from 

your teacher-training days in Des Moines.  The first rule of any classroom: Never resort to irony‖ 

(51).   

Taimur‘s ironic, postmodern stance toward the world is shaken by the traumatic real of his 

kidnappers‘ violence.  Like the anxiety produced by Adie‘s perceptual shifts or re-entries, 

Taimur‘s experience of terror is a product of breaking out of his own conceptual frame only to be 

contained by the vicissitudes of a larger, all-encompassing one. 

The next stage of his loosening grip on reality is the loss of the capacity to author an 

account of his own experience.  This focus on narrative is present in the initial moments of his 

captivity where he thinks to himself, ―What a story this will make, when it‘s all over.  The 

greatest, most unbelievable letter back home ever‖ (68).  He figures himself as the author of this 

story, regaining control of the events in the way he will ―work up the details, make them more 

threatening or more comical in the recap.  It‘s the most fantastic story that has ever happened, 

even without embroidering‖ (70).  If we can think of this text of the present – his narrativized 

view of himself in the present – set against the text of the story he will be able to tell, this would 

seem to lay out the temporal structure of text and pretext in a modernist construction of allegory.  

In other words, the authority of the exaggerated, hypothetical future story is based on a refiguring 

of the authority of the text of the present.   However, his enduring captivity prevents this story 

and this structure from ever coming together and he in turn begins to focus on a syncretic 

overlapping of the text of his present and the texts whose presence he experiences.  Moreover, 

when Taimur unexpectedly does get to write the ―unbelievable letter back home,‖ the letter he 
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authors threatens to subsume the essential elements of his authorial identity beneath the strictures 

of the terrorists‘ demands.  He is told that ―You must write: To the people of the United States. 

[…] I am alive and healthy […] They are not terrorists‖ (150) and his compulsion is to write who 

he is, but instead he must write who they are, so that as an author his identity is entirely fixed by 

the institutional constraints of the writing.  What this moment illustrates are two distinct modes of 

anxiety of authorial attribution.  The first is that of the authorial subject, Taimur, constrained by 

the terrorists‘ control of what can be said.  The second are those whose investment is in the 

exercise of the Foucauldian ―author-function,‖ whose legitimacy is tied up in the exercise of 

those constraints upon the authorial subject.  They use him as a means of writing back, 

demanding the disavowal of their identity as terrorists in an action that only reinforces it by 

working within the style of the forced confession.  The style of the letter as the contested grounds 

of authorship is felt as much by the terrorists as by Taimur, who attempts to subvert their 

restrictions, writing his own identity into the wooden prose he is forced to pen: 

You spell several words wrong. The Angry Parent doesn‘t notice.  This is your desperate 

code, the only word you can smuggle to the outside, the lone assurance that you know the 

letter is nonsense.  Your mother will tell them.  The Chicago office, Gwen: anyone who 

knows you in the slightest.  Nothing if not a perfect speller.  (151) 

Afterwards he is asked to ―Please sign the letter‖ (151) and at this point there is a split between 

the authorizing capacity of the signature as a guaranteed marker of the authorial subject and the 

―desperate code,‖ the deviations that mark a style or a structural marker, not of intention, but the 

identity of the maker of the work.   

This hybridity of identity is central to the Taimur narrative, not only in terms of Taimur‘s 

own identity but in the way that the entirety of the Taimur chapters are narrated in the second 
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person whose ―you‖ shifts between Taimur and the reader.  The position of the reader is that of 

having the ―you‖ of the text forced upon oneself.  The same thing occurs to Taimur when his 

captors ask: ―What kind of name is Taimur Martin? […] I am . . . half Iranian […] Big shit.  You 

are American spy.  You are CIA‖ (50-1).  Taimur Martin is here a kind of postmodern hybrid 

figure, first name Iranian, last name American, whose ironic mode of distancing himself from the 

situation falls flat on the literalism of the terrorists who see his partial identity as a mask hiding a 

subversive, or secret, core that they are fighting against.  In order to cope with this situation, 

Taimur instead asserts his own hybridity upon his captors, eventually naming them.  He calls one 

―Angry Parent,‖ second ―The Shiite Walter Cronkite,‖ third is ―Crazy Child,‖ the latter wearing 

jeans and Adidas sneakers and already the hybrid figure that he pretends not to be (148).  In 

keeping with this, he later begins to call Crazy Child ―Ali Smith‖ (149) a mixture of both Ali‘s 

actual first name and an invented Western last name, essentially making Taimur Martin‘s captors 

his doubles not just in the combination of Middle East and West, but in now having an identity 

asserted by another that is half his own definition and half imposed.  This oppositional 

composition of identity through reaction is exactly the terrorist group‘s own philosophy of how 

the cycle of violence in the Middle East perpetuates: 

For every violence, we will give a violence.  You kill, we kill.  You play trick on us, we 

bomb your embassy.  You bomb our village, we kill your marines.  You think you are 

hurting us?  You are doing good for us.  You make us strong.  You let Israel destroy 

Shantila? We kill you on that airplane.  You bomb us at Tripoli? We kill three hostages 

just like you. (290) 

Like signatories to the letter Taimur was made to write, the terrorist group in Plowing the Dark 

are portrayed to function in the same manner.  The terrorist acts which exemplify their agency 
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only do so as a complete abnegation of it, ―We are not killing you,‖ Ali counters.  ―America is 

killing you‖ (153).  The use of second person narration is a metafictional manoeuvre that figures 

the reader in a culturally coded position of interpretive authority.  When Taimur and as a 

corollary the reader is told ―You kill […] You bomb […] You let Israel destroy‖ both are 

interpellated as representatives of American military and political involvement in the Middle 

East.  This functions as an extension of the Jamesonian ―national allegory‖ where the political 

unconscious of the individual is implicitly allegorized in the text., but here this is brought into 

crisis by this hybrid ―you,‖ representing both Taimur and a Western reader of the text.
11

   

 In the ―rooms‖ chapters, second and third person narration are variously used, but it is 

notable that in the final ―room‖ (Chapter 43, pages 400-1) the ―you‖ experience is that of the 

Joint Chiefs who are testing out the virtual reality Cavern for further military applications.  This 

is part of the metafictional ploy that Smith has described as the blending of the two narratives.  In 

Powers‘s postmodern allegory, the metafictional techniques that position the reader as the inter-

interpreter of the two narratives illustrate the complex way that postmodern allegory and 

authorship interrelate.  The reader‘s interpretive authority is bolstered by the novel‘s 

metafictional situating of the reader as the authoritative ―you‖ who can reconcile the two 

narratives.  At the same time, their interrelation ultimately presupposes an aesthetic totality held 

together by Powers‘s authority.  Postmodern allegory‘s reliance on the interpretive authority of 

the reader to reconcile its heterogeneous narratives is paradoxically the very thing that illustrates 

                                                      

11
 One might argue that it is an interpretive failing to impose this form of implied reader on a text.  

What is the experience of a non-Western reader‘s encounter with the ―you‖ of a second person 

narration?  My presumption of an American reader is in the context of thinking of Plowing the 

Dark alongside other American novels.  However, I think that the possibility of various 

experiences of a text on this semantic level is not a failure of a kind of reader response criticism, 

but it is rather the potential inherent in the model of the implied reader to critically consider any 

number of different readers that a text can be thought of as addressing.  
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the stylistic traces of the author as maker of both parts of the completed whole.  This is different 

from the text-pretext conception of allegory that is more about fixing a temporal cultural narrative 

than a spatial relationship.  Essentially, it is this phenomenological experience of reading as an 

awareness of authorship – the ―madeness‖ of that which is interpreted – that Plowing the Dark 

foregrounds. 

4.7 Hypertext and the Author’s “Virtual Presence” 

In the light of the importance Powers places on the relationship between text, technology 

and their ―makers,‖ it cannot be stressed enough that the period in which Plowing the Dark is set 

– the late 1980s and early 1990s – is central to understanding the influence of science and 

technology on conceptions of authorship.  In thinking about the relationship between authors and 

textual practice, the most important digital humanities area at the time was hypertext theory and 

one of its most prominent figures is undoubtedly George P. Landow.  In Landow‘s book, 

Hypertext (1992), and through his contributions as writer and editor in a number of collections on 

hypertext theory, he recognized the implications of technology for authorship.  This is not to say 

that there has not been a wealth of scholarship by literary critics and theorists in the 1980s and 

1990s.  However, much of this work involves the application of post-structuralist or postmodern 

theorizations of the performative, constructivist model of identity as differently deployed, 

problematized or engaged in challenging increasingly outdated essentialist conceptions of the 

self.  What is most striking about hypertext theory in relation to these other investigations of the 

relationships between postmodern theory, culture and technology is its unique stance on the 

question of authorship.  Much ―cybercultures‖ criticism follows the same logic of other critical, 

identity-based conceptions of authorship that rejected Barthes‘s ―The Death of the Author‖ as 

politically untenable without considering its importance for theories of interpretation.  Nancy 
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Miller most clearly articulates this when she declares that ―[t]he postmodernist decision that the 

Author is Dead and the subject along with him does not, I will argue, necessarily hold for women, 

and prematurely forecloses the question of agency for them‖ (23; 1993).  As I hope to prove, 

hypertext theory‘s position on authorship makes it a relevant and useful theory to contextualize 

Plowing the Dark because of its affinities with Powers‘s own interests, delineated in ―Being and 

Seeming,‖ on the interplay between authorship and mediation in times of technological change. 

Like other theories invested in the relationship between technology and subjectivity, the 

defining quality of hypertext was liberatory : ―hypertext does not permit a tyrannical, univocal 

voice‖ (11).  Landow, working within the context of ―The Death of the Author,‖ recast these 

questions of agency in terms of a transition of power from writer to reader as ―hypertext blurs the 

boundaries between reader and writer and therefore instantiates another quality of Barthes‘s ideal 

text [...] Barthes‘s distinction between readerly and writerly texts appears to be essentially a 

distinction between text based on print technology and electronic hypertext‖ (5).  For Landow, 

the connections between poststructuralist theory and hypertext and other technologies are not 

simply felicitous, but are part of an implicitly historical argument, that ―[t]he ‗triumph of theory‘ 

in literary studies and their transformation by the digital revolution are aspects of the same 

sweeping change‖ (19-20).  The relationship between the technology of textuality and 

theorizations about it are essentially connected, as for him, ―[t]his technology – that of the printed 

book and its close relations, which include the typed or printed page – engenders certain notions 

of authorial property, authorial uniqueness, and a physically isolated text that hypertext makes 

untenable‖ (33).  This, as it turns out, was one of the key elements of the potential that Landow 

saw hypertext offering literary studies, as 
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Hypertext – which I am here taking as the convergence of poststructuralist conceptions of 

textuality and electronic embodiments of it – does do away with certain aspects of the 

authoritativeness and autonomy of the text, and in so doing it does reconceive the figure 

and function of authorship.  (72) 

For scholars thinking about hypertext and the role of technology in the humanities, 

poststructuralist rhetoric, particularly that of Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida, provided terms 

seemingly tailor-made to describe what at first appeared to be revolutionary changes in how we 

think about the printed word.  However, as Marcel O‘Gorman (2006) points out, it is worth 

asking 

What happened to deconstruction in the process of this technological turn?  To put it 

simply, somewhere in the early 1990s, the major tenets of deconstruction (death of the 

Author, intertextuality, etc.) were displaced into technology, that is, hypertext.  Or to put 

it another way, philosophy was transformed, liquidated even, into the materiality of new 

media.  This alchemical transformation did not result in the creation of new, experimental 

scholarly methods that mobilize deconstruction via technology, but in an academic fever 

for digital archiving and accelerated hermeneutics, both of which replicate, and render 

more efficient, traditional scholarly practices that belong to the print apparatus. (xv) 

As O‘Gorman makes clear, the impact on technology was, at least in the context of the early 

1990s, not a theoretical revolution on par with the practical possibilities that the technology 

offered and as such 

[i]t should not come as a surprise that the overwhelming majority of scholarly Web sites 

are merely Web-based translations of printed journals, designed according to the print-

centric logic of the hard-copy versions.  What‘s more, those scholarly sites that claim to 
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be most innovative in their use of the materiality of the Web relegate themselves to the 

task of archiving [...] and obsess over whether or not the digital copies of images provide 

an accurate depiction of the print copies. (9) 

If, on the one hand, the practical impact of new technologies in the humanities was, in essence, 

conservative in its maintenance of old forms in new media, hypertext theory, as exemplified by 

Landow, suffered from the early-90s enthusiasm for new technology and the at times over-stated 

optimism of a left-leaning theory.  These two elements have, to a degree, dated much of the 

writing surrounding hypertext theory in a significant way.  In keeping with the close ties between 

new technology and challenges towards traditional modes of pedagogy, there is a level of 

technological specificity that due to the rapid pace of technological development made much of 

this writing anachronistic in its references.  In addition, hypertext theory‘s vaguely libratory 

promise did not age well as, over the course of the 1990s and beyond, hypertext fiction gained 

little traction as a mode of literary expression.   

 In his own defence against such criticism – most notably in his rebuttal to Espen J. 

Aarseth‘s book Cybertext (1997) – Landow claims that there have indeed been revolutionary 

changes in how we use technology on a daily basis: 

Using the words Mitchell uses to distinguish between digital and printed text, I 

emphasize ―that is relevant at the level of everyday experience.‖  Whether or not they 

have a place in Aarseth‘s theories, the democratization effects of hypermedia and the 

Internet are relevant at the level of everyday experience. (Hypertext 3.0 330; 2006) 

Likewise, the authorial power of users of hypertext is not the complete ―death of the author‖ 

scenario that hypertext originally seemed to offer as for Landow ―the reader who chooses among 

links or takes advantage of Storyspace‘s spatial-hypertext capabilities shares some power of the 



 

159 

 

author‖ (Hypertext 3.0 327).  However, hypertext fictions do not provide the kind of 

authorlessness that the theory seems to promote, as even if a reader is able to choose which links 

to follow, the experience is a totalizing construction of the reader as subject to authorial power, 

where there is no path through the text that has not been at least structurally predetermined.  This 

claim of shared authorial ―power‖ is much less contentious than Landow‘s other statement on the 

relationship between technology and authorship whereby readers can experience the ―virtual 

presence‖ of the authors of a text. 

 What Plowing the Dark is able to do is to capture the utopian spirit of hypertext fictions, 

of which Powers‘s novel is not a representative, but from the mollified perspective of the late 

1990s when the theoretical promise of technology for the humanities had been spread thin.  This 

evolution characterizes what has come to be known as the digital humanities, which at the present 

moment is invested in a new set of enthusiastic possibilities.  It is interesting to note that the 

present day resurgence of the digital humanities is not in the model of the early 1990s.  Current 

scholars in numerous op-ed pieces seem to see the role of technology as the pragmatic saviour of 

the oft-spoken of crisis in the humanities; a way of adapting to present day realities, not as a 

revolutionary means of transcending them.
12

  Landow‘s later,  tempered understanding of the 

negotiation between reader and writer is, in fact, not far from Powers‘s own conception of 

coming head-to-head with the maker of a fiction through the reading process.  And so, what 

Plowing the Dark offers in the context of the evolution of authorship in America at the end of the 

Cold War, is in accord with the goals of this project; namely, to capture a sense of the changes 

that authorship underwent during these transformative years as an archaeology of the recent past.  

                                                      

12
 Recently, when technology is considered revolutionary (in the political sense), as in the use and 

influence of twitter and facebook in the 2011 revolutions in the Middle East and North Africa, it 

is of a truncated and decidedly aliterary form, serving primarily as a means of communication 

rather than acting as a form of aesethetic expression. 
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4.7.1 Virtual Presence 

One of the more interesting elements of these technological-literary theories is the way in 

which a shift in media moved toward a tendency to think about the phenomenological 

relationship between readers, writers and texts, a mode of theorizing that had otherwise reached 

its apex with the different iterations of the Reader Response criticism of Stanley Fish (1980), 

Wolfgang Iser (1974, 1978) and others.  For Landow, ―[c]onceptions of authorship relate 

importantly to whatever information technology currently prevails, and when that technology 

changes or shares its power with another, the cultural construction of authorship changes, too, for 

good or ill‖ (196).  These change are ultimately phenomenological in that they have to do with 

how the text is experienced as such.  One example of this is the way Landow describes the 

difference in the experience of intertextual references and links in hypertext: 

One clear sign of such transference of authorial power appears in the reader‘s abilities to 

choose his or her way through the metatext, to annotate text written by others.  Hypertext 

does not permit the active reader to change the text produced by another person, but it 

does narrow the phenomenological distance that separates individual documents from one 

another in the worlds of print and manuscript. (Hypertext 71) 

This theory of textual presence is not limited to a replicable phenomenology – the experience of 

the text is not purely a product of identifiable textual structures or style – where the presence of 

the reader refers to the way in which the text is navigated and therefore read.  Instead, presence 

broadens to a perhaps more metaphorical level in the ―virtual presence‖ of authors within the 

work.  For Landow, ―[m]any features of hypermedia derive from its creating the virtual presence 

of all the authors who contribute to its materials‖ (87), which he sees as an improvement that 

means ―that writers have a much greater presence in the system, as potential contributors and 
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collaborative participants but also as readers who choose their own paths through the materials‖ 

(88) in a mode that is a ―collaboration [... between] the author who is writing now with the virtual 

presence of all writers ‗on the system‘ who wrote then but whose writings are still present‖ (88).  

For me, this conception of the ―presence‖ of an author somehow in a work is compelling, but 

conceptually problematic.  What can this presence refer to outside of a vague psychological effect 

of working in the context of other writers? 

 To stay within a phenomenological context, this idea of presence can perhaps be best 

adapted to a question of style.  Hubert Dreyfus, in his essay ―Heidegger‘s Ontology of Art‖ 

(2005), explains Heidegger‘s concept of style.  To begin with the work of art, ―for Heidegger, an 

artwork is a thing that, when it works, performs at least one of three ontological functions.  It 

manifests, articulates, or reconfigures the style of a culture from within the world of that culture‖ 

(407).  The style of a culture is how something shows up as anything at all for us in our own 

particular cultural context (407).  In his lectures (2007) on Martin Heidegger‘s Being and Time, 

Dreyfus talks about a style of being in relation to the variant experiences of being in rooms 

marked by different cultures.  If I am most familiar with a Western house, I know already how to 

orient myself with regard to the elements of the room; that chairs are for sitting, that dishes might 

generally be kept in one sort of cupboard, that cutlery would be in this kind of drawer, that 

garbage could be under the sink and so forth.  In contrast, Dreyfus‘s example runs, if I was in an 

unfamiliar culture, my experience of the room would likewise be a defamiliarized experience.  As 

such, in a Japanese room I may be unsure of where to sit, or in a very traditional house risk 

tearing the rice-paper walls by presuming them to have structural properties that they do not.  The 

analogy that I wish to draw between hypertext or really any kind of experience of fiction and the 

style of a room is that this style is a perceived structure that we experience and reside within, but 
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which does not predetermine the specificity of experience within it.   The room exhibits a style, in 

that it is either a familiar or unfamiliar space that we experience and we may be aware that this 

style exhibits the bare fact of being made.  To relate these concepts of ―presence‖ and ―style,‖ it is 

worth asking if a style can in and of itself exhibit the singularity of production one associates with 

authorship?  The clear answer would seem to be that stylistic characteristics are not in and of 

themselves markers of authorship, but that authorship is constructed through a reconciliation of 

textual experience with contextual detail. Style is the experience of the work as the recognizable 

product of an author, but the capacity to de-and re-contextualize the text means that style does not 

pre-structure potential meaning.  Style is the defined quality of the thing one brings meaning to, 

the thing upon which meaning is inscribed and the space in which that inscription or bringing-

meaning-to can occur.  

 This is exactly what Richard Powers means when in ―Being and Seeming‖ he talks about 

the awareness of the constructedness of the literary work putting you head-to-head with a maker 

that is not yourself.  The ―other speech‖ of postmodern allegory in the Jamesonian model is 

essentially the silent voice of context spoken in the text.  For Jameson, this serves a distinctly 

political function, but for Powers it is more personal as the most important context of reading is 

the awareness of the text as a thing ―made,‖ a concretization of another‘s speech.  It is precisely 

an allegorical function – grounded in the recognition of ―other speech‖ – that exists in the 

contextual shift Powers discusses between the construction of reality and the construction of a 

story.  Such a conception is not to be caught in a pre-Barthesian conception of the text whereby 

this recognition of ―other speech‖ is really about the retrenchment of authorial intention.  Rather, 

what Powers‘s exploration of the possibilities of mediation in the novel unveils is an alternate 

way of seeing allegory as a stand-in for interpretation.  It is an evolution of authorship that is 
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being offered here; namely, that style is essential to any phenomenological description of the 

reading process in the recognition of the significance of the experience of the shared space of any 

interpreted product.  In other words, the poststructuralist denial of the presence of authorial 

intention in the text is maintained, but an understanding that the work is experienced as a thing 

made by another is taken into account.  What is more significant is that Powers is able to 

overcome the trap of abstraction by going beyond an exploration of the situation of reading a 

novel in general to which Powers draws our attention.  It is through the allegorical structures in 

the text that the novel supports and exemplifies this phenomenological contextualization of the 

reading process. 

4.8 Phenomenology and the Technology of the Book 

In the Taimur narrative it is when his personal resources have been fully diminished due 

to his isolation from the world, locked in his windowless room, that he starts to crave books.  

What is most interesting about the shape this desire takes is that it is less about what he will read 

than the material properties of it, not the act of interpretation as much as an encounter with the 

book as a piece of technology, in the Heideggerian sense of it as a thing that is ready-to-hand, but 

in a unique way: 

The volume materializes in your hands, the weight, the heft, the binding‘s resistance.  

You turn the treasure over and over, resolving the details down to the publisher‘s insignia 

on the spine.  Through your eyelids, you inspect the cover illustration.  Your read [sic] 

the blurbs on the back, the synopsis, the ISBN, all the precious trail marks you once 

squandered so profligately when they were yours to waste. […] Lord Jim, the forty-four-

point Garamond Bold announces to your hushed house of one.  And again, in thirty-six-

point type, on the next wondrously superfluous page.  Or Great Expectations. […] Every 
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turn, every further constriction in the plot—yours or the author‘s—makes it easier to keep 

to the general contour.  Where you cannot recall a scene, you invent one. (242) 

Like virtual reality in the Adie narrative, the book is a technology of escape.  In 

phenomenological terms, in the experience of reading, these technological elements (the binding, 

the page, the type and so on) generally recede into the background.  What occurs for both of these 

characters in Plowing the Dark is that these elements are drawn out of the background, giving 

more attention to the book as a made thing than as an abstracted text.  Taimur‘s experience is here 

in keeping with the contemporary situation whereby the very technological innovation that begins 

to do away with the phenomenological experience of the printed thing in turn creates a nostalgic 

fetishization of the thing itself.  Again, the recreation of the plot is split – ―yours or the author‘s‖ 

– illustrating the agency of the reader within the ―general contour‖ of the author‘s product.  When 

Taimur is eventually brought a book it, ironically, is not Great Expectations, but Great Escapes: 

You touch the cover that other escapees must have touched.  Your hands turn the 

trembling pages, so recently turned by theirs.  Title page.  Other Books by the Author.  

Library of Congress information.  Acknowledgements.  Dedication.  After each new leaf, 

you set the book down and look away.  You wait for as many minutes as discipline 

permits.  You try to pace yourself, to hang on, to savor this hurtful heightening, the point 

of your long deprivation. (255) 

These physical elements of the book, the trappings of literary authorship (―Books by the Author,‖ 

etc.) ultimately are not what Taimur was after and having rapidly read the ―cheap stories‖ he is 

―sickened‖ (256).  Recall a similar experience in Don DeLillo‘s Mao II where Scott‘s reaction to 

the displays of pulp novels makes him ―slightly sick‖ (19), or Roth in Operation Shylock being 

overwhelmed by ―[a]ll this writing by nonwriters‖ (298).  The supposed merging of high and low 
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art that characterizes postmodernism, was, of course, never complete, and these novels register 

the construction of a literary authorship through the inclusion of other, lesser, paratextual cultural 

authorities.  Taimur wants what only serious literature gives, but he is unable to explain to 

Muhammed, his captor, that what he is after is that ―in every book born of human need […] there 

is at least one sentence, one where the author is bigger than the writer,‖ but tells him that ―I need 

to  . . . to hear someone else thinking‖ (292).  This need divides the author and writer.  The 

solution that they offer him perhaps operates within/follows the Orientalist framework of 

representation in which The East functions as purveyor of mysterious truths.  They seem to not 

quite understand why he requires fiction so desperately, explaining that ―We have a saying.  

Everything in life is imagination.  But in fact it is reality.  Whoever knows this will need nothing 

else‖ (292).  The point is not that they are offering an ultimately culturally coded and untenable 

solution for Taimur, bound by the strictures of some kind of Islamist mysticism.  When they 

deliver the Qur‘an as his final and last book, it offers the same spiritual dead end that the final 

iteration of Adie‘s Cavern as the Hagia Sophia does.  The Qur‘an, for him, is missing the markers 

of authorship that he was looking for:  

You search through the book, for a larger architecture, some forward motion that could 

pass for form.  But the verses possess only the most astonishing organizing principle.  

The chapters proceed from longest to shortest, starting in prose and ending in prayer.  

Still, it swells, this staggering dialogue: God. (323) 

In a religious context, the division of author and writer makes sense in thinking of the theological 

authority of divinity transcending the prophet who writes the text of the sacred book.  This is not 

what Taimur is seeking, and the inhuman movement away from narrative is in one respect the 

final breaking of Taimur as a being who narrativizes his existence.  This final break coincides 
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with his complete debasement, because he locks himself back up when he is accidentally freed: 

―Debasement complete, you bare all your openings to the rape‖ (327).  However, the end of the 

Qur‘an, like the end of Adie‘s association with TeraSys and the virtual Hagia Sophia, comes with 

a moment of potential transcendence that is both material – Taimur escapes confinement and 

Adie leaves the company – but also either spiritual or metafictional in the climax of each story, 

where each narrative registers the presence of the other.  This registering of the presence of 

another, the coming head to head with the maker, seems to be one of the consolations of literature 

implicit in the connection with an author beyond the writer.  The writer in this framework would 

appear to be the implied author of reader response criticism, a hypothetical construct that is part 

of the reading process.  The author, in this case, goes beyond the act of interpretation to get at the 

fundamental nature of mediation, this tenuous connection to the author‘s ―other speech,‖ that is 

represented in the novel‘s climax as a moment of ambiguous transcendence.  It also exemplifies 

what I have been arguing is a function of postmodern allegory where the two texts of the novel 

are inter-interpreted, each as the other‘s speech.  This gesture of reconciliation between writing 

and interpretation reinforces the allegorical structure of ―other speech‖ that defines the text‘s 

author-function. 

4.9 Transcendent Gestures 

The gesture out of the text toward the author as creator may seem to reformulate the idea 

of reading as a theological activity that Roland Barthes decried, particularly given the importance 

of religious tropes in the novel.  Like Barthes‘s use of the term ―antitheological‖ to deny the 

transcendence of authorial intention, the function of religion in Plowing the Dark has little to do 

with any real engagement with spirituality and is instead a stand-in for the role of transcendence 

in each narrative‘s climax, which in each case is represented as a kind of religious apotheosis.  
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Adie‘s occurs in the visit to the Cavern that sparks her iconoclasm when she sees that ―where 

there should have been stillness, something moved. [...] She fell like a startled fledgling, back into 

the world‘s snare.  The mad thing swam into focus: a man, staring up at her fall, his face an awed 

bitmap no artist could have animated‖ (399) and later tells Steve that ―There’s . . . something in 

there.  Something that wants out.  Something we didn’t make‖ (404).  It is by now the consensus 

view of the novel that the face that Adie sees is Taimur‘s peering up into her narrative at the very 

moment that she descends into his.  Taimur‘s experience as he leaves his captivity is more 

explicitly religious than Adie‘s ghost in the machine: 

The walls bore the wounds of a protracted battle.  Something had been decided here, or 

deferred for centuries.  You stretched your swollen legs and walked, and the exercise kept 

you going.  Strange flickers led you deeper into the light, until you stood dead center, 

under the stone crown.  Then you heard it, above your head: a noise that passed all 

understanding.  You looked up at the sound, and saw the thing that would save you.  A 

hundred feet above, in the awful dome, an angel dropped out of the air.  An angel whose 

face filled not with good news but with all the horror of her coming impact.  A creature 

dropping out of the sky, its bewilderment outstripping your own.  That angel terror lay 

beyond decoding.  It left you no choice but to live long enough to learn what it needed 

from you. (414) 

These deus ex machina intriguingly captured in this image of ―angel terror‖
13

 as this figure falls 

to Earth is the effect of the many contextual shifts represented in the novel.  It functions in a 

                                                      

13
 One might also see in this ―angel terror‖ a continuation of the angel motif in postmodernism 

that Brian McHale discusses in an essay (―tense‖) that looks back on some of the central 

theoretical formulations of the period.  For McHale, the image of the angel, like fake ruins 

(another related motif), gives the sense of ―living on after the end‖ that is marked by the ―post‖ in 
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similar manner to Adie‘s experience of stepping out of the room where the TeraSys workers 

watch the news and ―cast[ing] a look back from the outer doorway.  And there she saw a scene 

that haunted her long after Tehran and Tiananmen faded to black‖ (41).  The angel (meaning 

―messenger‖) is an intermediary figure both in the sense of being between worlds and delivering 

messages, making the angel a productive metaphor for Plowing the Dark‘s explicit engagement 

with questions of mediation.  ―Angel terror‖ or the violence of a contextual shift is not only 

Powers‘s key metafictional technique in the novel, but it is also an ontological one in that this 

terror is the anxiety about the instability of our own frame of being.  Both Taimur‘s and Adie‘s 

escapes into art turn out to be ultimately empty in favour of a revised ―real‖ world.  Taimur 

recalls the fights he had with his partner when he argued, ―Look, Gwen.  I live in the real world.  

What you always told her, every time around.  Horrified, you can‘t keep from repeating it.  I live.  

In the real world‖ (295).  Just as Taimur‘s prison is eventually destroyed, Adie destroys the 

rooms that she had a hand in creating, deciding that ―each would have to be responsible for his 

own designs‖ (399).  Taimur, like Adie, undergoes a kind of birth of political consciousness in his 

move between the connected world he left and the isolation of being a hostage:  ―It has taken a 

solitary locked room—without resources, stripped of any touchstone but yourself—to commence 

your political education‖ (240).  For Adie, the destruction of the cave is a move back into the 

―real‖ of the world.  Yet, the surety of his grasp on what constitutes this reality is challenged in 

the final moment of the novel when, upon his release, he is met by his daughter  who shoves ―her 

drawing into your shaking hands.  A crayon man, returning to a crayon home.  ―Look! I made this 

for you‖‖ (415).  This echo of the first version of the cavern, ―The Crayon Room,‖ which 

                                                                                                                                                              

postmodernism, but also by the repeated articulation of its demise in an attempt to think about 

what comes after. 
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contained all the possibilities of escape that originally attracted Adie returns here as the threat of 

an enclosure within yet another representational frame. 

4.10 Locked In 

One of the most interesting and difficult parallelisms that the novel sets up is the way that 

Ted Zimmerman, the multiple sclerosis-afflicted composer who is trapped in his own body, 

residing in a rest-home in Lebanon, Ohio, is used as a means of cohering the Taimur and Adie 

narratives without the violence, the ―angel terror,‖ of the novel‘s climax.  Each character is 

trapped in his or her particular position and each uses art, the imagination, or technology to 

attempt an escape that is never the solace she or he requires. Zimmerman‘s situation acts as a 

consolidation of the main themes of the novel.  Like Taimur, he is trapped in his room, but his 

disease ensures that he will never escape it.  Like Adie, technology offers the promise of allowing 

the mind to engage art outside of the limitations of the body, but there is ultimately no escape 

from the limitations of mediation.  For example, when Adie and Steven Spiegel visit Ted in the 

nursing home, Spiegel brings a digitally reproduced recording of one of Zimmerman‘s 

compositions.  For Spiegel, who works with Adie, this reality that the Cavern and the possibilities 

of digital reproduction offer is in some way the redemption of his failed college attempts at 

poetry.  Computer programming is the opportunity for him ―to get inside of reality and extract its 

essence, write down on paper the magic metrical words that, read aloud, would do their open 

sesame‖ (215).  At first, Zimmerman is incredulous that he will be able to listen to the 

composition until Spiegel explains that it is made possible 

Through the magic of semiconductors.  How else? 

Oh.  It flooded Ted‘s voice, a bitterness so great that only an immobilized soul 

could survive it.  Oh. I thought you meant a real listen. 
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 But a fake listen would have to do, for the fake was all they had. (318) 

On one level, Ted‘s disappointment is really a measure of quality in that the digital mock-up that 

Spiegel has arranged will not reproduce the experience of being in an audience as actual 

musicians play it.  Zimmerman, like so many of the characters in Plowing the Dark, thinks of 

himself as still within Plato‘s cave, forever doomed to engage only with the shadow-world of 

imitations instead of being able to interact with the ―real.‖  Zimmerman‘s ―real‖ is indeed 

something that can be experienced, just not now.  Zimmerman‘s listening to the shadow-

reproduction of that which he is unable to do is exactly the same as the genre novel that Taimur is 

given to read during his confinement.  This is ultimately the disappointment that Zimmerman 

feels when he realizes that he will not be able to have a ―real listen,‖ but only a mediated one.  

Rather than recognizing that the reliance on mediation as a result of MS exposes the limitations of 

experience and its always already mediated character, he instead fetishizes a phenomenal 

experience that is no different than Taimur‘s obsession with the physical properties of this 

potential book; both are the stages of interpretive experience, but are not the thing itself .  All he 

has is a recollection of their presence, of having this material thing in front of him.  Moreover, 

like Zimmerman, the thing that after his long period of isolation is brought to him is a parody of 

that which he cannot do.  This disjuncture is ultimately the breakdown of the ―room of the cave‖ 

described in the final ―room‖ section: 

The room of the cave slams to a breakpoint and empties itself into error‘s buffer.  There 

on the wall where the oceans and olives and temples were, where the marble crags ran 

from their spine down into their unbroken chasm, the machine seizes up, the faulty 

allegory crumbles, the debugger spits out a continuous scroll of words. 
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 Only through this crack can you see where things lead.  You step through the 

broken symbols, into something brighter. (401) 

What crumbles is this ―room of the cave [which] is something more than allegory.  But the room 

of the cave is something less than real‖ (400).  The faulty allegory is the traditional mode of 

representation that Plowing the Dark is problematizing.  It is ―more than allegory‖ because it is 

not the hypothetical space that describes representation, but the experience of being within a 

simulation.  This is why it is less than real, but why it is more than allegorical; it is the ―real‖ 

phenomenal experience of the simulation (virtual reality).  In the novel‘s final moments of 

interconnection the new model is that of ―the room of shared experience‖ that Adie disappears 

into.  Like Powers‘s conception of coming head to head with the maker, Zimmerman focuses on 

this interconnective (but not necessarily communicative) model of art when he says that ―Nothing 

I can make . . . makes much sense.  Without someone to make it for” (406).  It is this connection 

with a maker that is the final line of the novel, the gesture of the authorial ―I made‖ outward to 

the ―you‖ that is Taimur and the ―you‖ that is the reader when his daughter concludes the novel in 

a metafictional gesture: ―Look! I made this for you‖ (415). 

4.11 Looking Out For Us 

 In concluding his novel with an image of being presented with an image, Powers exhibits 

the focus on the visual  that is characteristic of each of the novels covered in this project.  Each 

novel exhibits a complicated relationship between visuality and violence, between the Real of 

political violence and the way that these novels aestheticize through representation.  For DeLillo, 

the violence of the terrorist act is fundamentally a spectacle, a media event and photographs of 

crowds and political violence are interspersed throughout the text.  As Bill Gray in Mao II puts it, 

―we‘re giving way to terror, to news of terror, to tape records and cameras‖ (42).  Philip Roth in 
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Operation Shylock is characteristically more focused on individual experience than the ways that 

media can sway crowds through spectacles of violence. What Roth questions is the ability to 

identify any authoritative or visual representation of past violence, asserting the murkiness 

inherent in identifying perpetrators of terrible acts in the past.  This is used by Roth in his 

postmodern mode to answer fundamentally aesthetic, as opposed to political issues: how can we 

know an author‘s intentions? How is authority built up, dissolved, abused?  What I have shown in 

this chapter is that Powers splits the difference between DeLillo in Roth.  Adie Klarpol is aware 

of the transfixing power of watching world events unfold in the virtual newsroom of the Cavern, 

but she also becomes aware of her participation in a military-industrial complex and is troubled 

by a fundamentally ethical question about how responsible we are for the art we create and the 

economic realities that make that act of creation possible.  For her, the Cavern initially represents 

a world of art under a corporate patron, but this fantasy of distance is threatened by political 

realities.  Plowing the Dark is a key transitional text in the move from the terrorist novel of the 

1990s to the post-9/11 novel because it demonstrates an ability to absorb politics into an allegory 

of authorship while at the same time gesturing toward the post-9/11 novel‘s positioning of the 

author as an ethical actor.  

 In the following chapter, I look at two of Paul Auster‘s post-9/11 novels, Travels in the 

Scriptorium and Man in the Dark to show how a change in the relationship to terrorism as an 

allegorical resource led to the deployment of different allegorical rhetoric.  As has been the case 

in each of the novels covered in this project, there exists both a demonstration and awareness of 

traditional allegorical forms, as in the abstract conversations between Powers‘s and DeLillo‘s 

characters or in Roth‘s Halcion addled psychomachia, and a variety of rhetorical techniques that I 

have argued are characteristic of the way postmodern and contemporary allegory functions.  The 
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two post-9/11 novels by Paul Auster that I turn to in the following chapter follow this pattern of 

using the politics of terrorism to allegorize authorship both abstractly in the interactions between 

authors and characters, and rhetorically through the use of ekphrasis, the verbal representation of 

visual images.  In the development of an ethics of authorship, Auster changes the terms by which 

DeLillo, Roth and Powers allegorize the construction of authorship as potentially corrupting.  

Instead, as in Travels in the Scriptorium, Auster has the author of his novels put on trial, looking 

back to George Haddad‘s contention in Mao II that the author and the terrorist have more in 

common than Bill Gray is willing to admit.  Although a provocation in the early 1990s, this 

becomes a serious proposition in the post-9/11 context.  What Auster makes his task in Travels in 

the Scriptorium and Man in the Dark is to defend the author by developing an ethics of 

representation that forwards the virtues of the written word against the hyperreal representation of 

violent spectacles.  In other words, the author now looks out for us.  
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Chapter 5 

Paul Auster’s Ethics of Authorship in the Post 9/11 Novel 

5.1 Introduction 

 In an April 23, 2008 op-ed piece in The New York Times marking the fortieth anniversary 

of the events of May 1968, Paul Auster offered his own take on the American experience of that 

revolutionary year (Auster ―Accidental Rebel‖).  A student at Columbia and sometime participant 

in the events,  Auster was less sanguine about the protests in retrospect, concluding that ―[w]e at 

Columbia were powerless, and our little revolution was no more than a symbolic gesture. But 

symbolic gestures are not empty gestures, and given the nature of those times, we did what we 

could.‖  This reluctant participation resulted from an attraction to the cause, but, as he recounts in 

Hand to Mouth (1997), the memoir of his early years, ―Much as I would have liked to join in, I 

found myself temperamentally unfit for group activities [...] and I could never quite bring myself 

to climb aboard the great ship Solidarity‖ (35).  Starting with 1992‘s Leviathan and continuing up 

through 2009‘s Invisible, Auster‘s work remains highly sceptical if not outright critical of what 

one might charitably describe as ―men of action,‖ and uncharitably as terrorists.  This is not to 

paint Auster as a reactionary figure, but rather as an author who, particularly in his most recent 

work, has articulated an ethics of authorship against the politics of his time, staking out the 

imaginative territory that is the purview of the writer.  In so doing, he represents an alternate 

practice of literary authorship to what Powers‘s cerebral abstractions, DeLillo‘s cautious distance 

from the world and Roth‘s self-conscious immersion in the politics of personal identity offer.  In 

these earlier novels DeLillo, Roth and Powers are attempting to construct an identity for the 
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author based on intellectual and cultural authority and relevance.  Auster, to his credit, gives the 

author a purpose. 

 This chapter will take Auster‘s foundational pairing of the terrorist and author in 

Leviathan and use it to illuminate the ethics of authorship that he presents in the later Travels in 

the Scriptorium (2007) and Man in the Dark (2008). The particularly American context of 

Auster‘s continuing association of terrorism with authorship has remained in the move from the 

early 1990s to the late 2000s, but the character of the comparison has fundamentally changed. 

Both Scriptorium and Man in the Dark are manifestly products of the culture of the Bush 

administration, but unlike the earlier Leviathan, these novels do more than use terrorism to 

express an anxiety about the contemporary role of the literary author.  Instead, terrorism in these 

later Auster novels has become the background condition for thinking about the relationship 

between readers and authors and the role of literature.  These books focus on an ethical 

representation of violence that is embodied in the portrayal of author and reader figures. Author 

figures in these works are not just authoring violence, but questioning the particular role that 

literature plays, as opposed to other, visual, media, in its representation.  Reader figures in these 

texts question the limits of surveillance as a form of witness, but also gauge the traumatic efficacy 

of hyperreal images of violence.  

 The terrorist novels of the previous three chapters and Auster‘s Leviathan precede the 

events of 9/11.  Man in the Dark and Travels in the Scriptorium show the ways in which some of 

the central concerns about authorship that defined the terrorist novel of the 1990s have remained, 

but these later novels‘ engagements with terrorism and the portrayal of terrorist violence attempt 

to articulate the role of literature in the representation of trauma.  By encouraging readerly 

engagement, allegorised as surveillance in Scriptorium, these works shift the grounds of 
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authorship and authority away from interpretive control and towards an exploration of the limit 

cases of what should be represented.  The relationship between terrorism and authorship in each 

of the preceding chapters was positioned by these writers‘ stance toward different media.  For 

Powers, virtual reality represented not only an analogue for thinking about the locked room 

subjectivity of hostages and artists, but it also showed an all-encompassing political worldview 

from which there is likewise no exit.  In DeLillo‘s Mao II, media is a tool used by terrorists to 

take hold of the public‘s imagination and fear, but also the process by which the private self is 

lost to the commodified image of the public persona.  Operation Shylock: A Confession shows 

Roth playing with these duplicate selves that the media allow to proliferate, but he also comes up 

against the structuring principles of authorship in public discourse and institutions, such as the 

law, that limit any influence the terrorist can hope to have as authorial figures.  Terrorism in each 

of these earlier novels acts as a challenge to different enactments of the author-function.  In the 

post-9/11 novel, the fact of terrorism and the need for writers to deal with its traumatic impact 

often overtakes the more abstract threats terrorism represented in the terrorist novel of the 1990s.  

As such, literature, for Auster, avoids the hyperreal of video and image based media that does not 

just present traumatising experience, but privileges an illusory desire to recapture the ―real‖ 

experience that contemporary life seems to have displaced.  What literature offers is the ability, 

articulated in Man in the Dark, to ―think dark‖ (88), in a therapeutic turn to narrative that 

attempts to encircle the lost object, not blot it out, representing it without mimetically reproducing 

it.  This is accomplished through these novels‘ use of allegory and an important allegorical mode, 

ekphrasis, the verbal representation of images, which is used to contain and buffer hyperreal 

images of violence.  
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 Although perhaps not a commonly used rhetorical term, ekphrasis is one that is well 

known to Auster, who discusses it in an interview with Jonathan Lethem for The Believer 

Magazine (2005), where it is perhaps mistakenly transcribed as ―exphrasis.‖  Auster explains that 

his favourite example is the written description of visual art, referring to his wife, ―Siri‘s[,] last 

novel, What I loved.  The painter‘s artworks are of a sublime profundity, and the artworks are part 

of the novel‖ (Lethem ―Interview‖).  And yet he also describes how his interest in the technique is 

born out of being ―intensely interested in the artificiality of books as well,‖ giving the example of 

―The Scarlet Letter, where Hawthorne discovers the manuscript in the custom house‖ because it 

acts as ―some kind of excuse for the fact that the book existed‖ (Lethem ―Interview‖).  And so, 

Auster‘s interest in the term would appear to be a combination of the ability of the written word 

to integrate the experience of other art, particularly visual, and for the way it can stand in as the 

force that justifies a novel‘s existence. 

 Ekphrasis follows the stock conception of allegory as the relationship between text and 

pretext; the pretext being the thing described, the text being the ekphrastic description.  Adding 

another allegorical technique should not contribute to obscuring the meaning, function and 

definition of allegory; instead, allegory should be thought of as a category that encompasses a 

number of rhetorical devices, ekphrasis being only one of them.  In each chapter, I suggest that 

the form of allegory deployed illuminates a particular mode of authorship.  I want to argue that 

the literary use of ekphrasis assumes a particularly postmodern incarnation in privileging the 

written word by incorporating visual, aural, and digital media into the domain of the verbal.  I 

have claimed thus far that postmodern allegory in the terrorist novel of the 1990s flattens the text-

pretext distinction.  Ekphrasis, as its preferred allegorical technique, works spatially, giving the 

written description a prominent position on an increasingly diversified media landscape.  As such, 
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it is a form of postmodern allegory that speaks to concrete figurations of the authorial role in the 

way that it verbally represents other media.  One way in which the millennial shift can be felt in 

American literature is by marking the relationship between authorship and terrorism, which in the 

terrorist novel of the 1990s is defined more by anxieties of equivalence in representation than by 

the post 9/11 novel‘s anxiety about the ethics of representation. 

 In sum, if in the novels of the early nineties there is a crisis of authorship that figures the 

author as subsumed by the political efficacy of the terrorist, Auster‘s more recent work radically 

refigures this issue by focusing on the particular virtues of the form of mediation that the novel 

offers.  This chapter builds on my discussion of Plowing the Dark‘s representation of the non-

neutral nature of technology, demonstrated by Adie Klarpol‘s surprise that new visual 

technologies are embedded in a network of political and economic power structures.  That the 

different forms of mediation offered by technologies and print can be misused is the starting point 

of the Auster novels covered here.  Authorship in these works becomes about the need to imagine 

a responsible exercise of authority by positioning the written word as a departure from the primal 

immediacy of visual representations of violence.  Terrorist tropes in Scriptorium and terrorist 

acts, as in Man in the Dark, do not solely stand in for the role of media in the proliferation of 

images of violence.  Rather, the way these novels deal with issues surrounding representations of 

violence stake out the territory on which lines of a representational ethics for literature can be 

drawn.  The novels of the previous chapters had an ethics that was staunchly postmodern in its 

commitment to giving voice to the other at one remove in everything from Taimur‘s interactions 

with his hostage takers in Plowing the Dark, to Brita‘s interview with Abu Rashid and Bill Gray‘s 

abortive fiction about the missing hostage in Mao II, and Philip Roth‘s frustrations in his dealings 

with people warped by their proximity to the violence of the Middle East.  In these later Auster 



 

179 

 

novels, as with DeLillo‘s Falling Man, there is a distinctly post-9/11 treatment of these issues; 

violence does not need to be sought out or imagined and its perpetrators do not need to be 

interviewed.  Not just acts but images of violence so real as to stand in for the acts themselves 

have penetrated into the domestic cultural imaginary, the conscience and consciousness of the 

nation.  It is the role of the author and of fiction now to do what other media cannot, to react to 

these traumatic events without repeating them. 

5.1.1 Leviathan (1992) 

 To provide some background for a discussion of terrorism in Auster‘s work it is worth 

referring to his 1992 novel Leviathan.  Dedicated to Don DeLillo, Leviathan, like DeLillo‘s Mao 

II, was written in the wake of the Rushdie controversy and both examine the fading power of 

literary words in comparison to terrorist acts, recalling the nineteenth century terrorist mantra that 

bombings are propaganda by deed.  Leviathan is the testimony of Peter Aaron, a writer who gives 

an account of his friend, the poet Benjamin Sachs, a Thoreau-like recluse who leaves poetry 

behind to become a domestic terrorist, bombing replicas of the Statue of Liberty. Sachs is a 

peculiarly American type of terrorist, in the model of the Unabomber, Theodore Kaczynski, and 

described in the novel as ―Ichabod Crane, perhaps, but he was also John Brown‖ (13).  

Ultimately, it is Sachs‘s death in one of his own explosions that is the impetus for Aaron‘s work, 

not to clear Sachs‘s name, but to record his story.  Its references to American history point to a 

crisis between the violently subversive individualism of Sachs and Aaron‘s more balanced 

willingness to stand for an individual truth  

 Much of the critical scholarship on Leviathan, using terms derived from Don DeLillo‘s 

Mao II, looks to take a stance on the acceptability of Benjamin Sachs‘s actions, deciding whether 

he should be considered the subversive terrorist, able to break through the closure of 
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contemporary norms or a figure compromised by postmodern culture.  Claudia Egerer, comparing 

the ―lure of freedom and the demands of (moral) constraint‖ (97; 2004) in Mao II and Leviathan, 

has a more hopeful perspective.  For her, ―Auster‘s novel suggests there might still be a chance 

for the individual to resist being swallowed up by leviathans of our own making, but at a cost few 

are prepared to pay‖ (108).  Natalie Rae Leppard, in her unpublished dissertation on the definition 

of terrorism as spectacle, instead sees Auster as belittling Benjamin Sachs, asserting that ―Auster 

depicts terrorist acts that seem juvenile, making America seem invincible and American 

‗terrorists‘ impotent against a backdrop of world events (spanning 1980 to 1989)‖ (73; 2007).  

Joseph S. Walker is likewise critical of Sachs, concluding that ―Far from providing the 

inescapable narrative that is the aim of terrorist action, Sachs has only generated fodder for the 

grinding wheels of popular consumption‖ (343; 2004).  Perhaps the best analysis of this problem 

is by Martin Brendan (2008), who grounds his pessimistic reading of Sachs in the novel‘s 

particularly American context.  For him, Leviathan centers on a ―debate between complacency 

and militancy.  The revolutionary heritage of the early USA, once associated with concepts of 

liberty and democracy, has been superseded by an unquestioning acceptance of apathy, corruption 

and materialism‖ (177).   

 What is important about Leviathan for thinking about Auster‘s later works is less this 

particular figuration of the terrorist than the relationship between authorship and authority.  It is 

Aaron‘s willingness to hand over the report about Sachs‘s death to the F.B.I. – recalling Roth‘s 

complicity with the authorizing power of the Mossad at the end of Operation Shylock – that is 

implicitly called into question in the later works. Ironically, Sachs, the iconoclast, reappears in 

Travels in the Scriptorium in a photograph of the explosion that kills him.  For Mr. Blank, the 

protagonist of Scriptorium, all of Auster‘s novels are ―reports‖ that Blank has written, authoring 
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the violence that happens to characters like Sachs.  Both August Brill‘s concern about U.S. 

involvement in Iraq in Man in the Dark and the characters that accuse Blank of authoring 

violence make the focus of the later works a homology between words and deeds; namely, 

between the exercise of American military power and an author‘s responsibility for that which 

they represent.  This crisis of authorship and authority in the later works has come to replace 

Leviathan‘s portrayal of a revolutionary individualism. 

5.2 Travels in the Scriptorium (2007) 

 Travels in the Scriptorium follows Mr. Blank, an Auster author stand-in who is locked in 

a white room and is periodically visited by characters from other Auster novels or ―reports.‖  On 

his desk are two manuscripts. The first is a story by John Trause (an Auster anagram) that takes 

place in an environment reminiscent of J. M. Coetzee‘s Waiting for the Barbarians (1982) and 

tells the story of an operative named Sigmund Graff who is coerced into writing an account of a 

cross-border atrocity that he worries will be used as propaganda.  The second is, in a now 

standard Austerian metafictional ploy, the book Travels in the Scriptorium, which is a report that 

observes the activities of Mr. Blank in his cell.  The narrative structure of the novel is essentially 

bipartite.  The first part is the braided narrative of the observations of Mr. Blank in his cell and 

the recounting of Graff‘s story.  In the second part, Mr. Blank regains his creative powers by 

writing his own ending to the Graff narrative only to subsequently discover that everything he has 

been doing was prefigured in the second manuscript. 

 The critical reaction to Travels in the Scriptorium, to put it charitably, was mixed.  In his 

review for the Telegraph, Lewis Jones begins: ―All art may be self-conscious, and much of it is 

certainly self-referential, but no art is nearly so self-conscious and self-referential as post-modern 

American fiction. And in that fashionably crowded field, no novelist is so purely self-conscious 
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and self-referential as Paul Auster‖ (―Labyrinthine Man‖; 2006).  Although book critics took the 

novel to be primarily a self-referential rumination on writer‘s block from a writer with no new 

ideas, the scholarly engagement with Scriptorium has read it as a political allegory.  The 

questions of authorial responsibility towards the text that pervade Scriptorium and that frustrated 

so many reviewers should not be read against the backdrop of Auster‘s intertextual games, but 

instead these issues can be understood as a tortured engagement with a more general ethics of 

authorial responsibility in the portrayal and propagation of violence.  As such, it is possible to 

read Scriptorium less as the repetition compulsion of a geriatric postmodernist and more as a vital 

engagement with the politics of the present.   

 Butler and Gurr, in their ―The Poetics and Politics of Metafiction: Reading Paul Auster‘s 

Travels in the Scriptorium‖ (2008), suggest that the novel‘s status as a self-referential ―report‖ 

speaks directly to the crises of authority provoked by the Iraq war:  

Travels in the Scriptorium critically engages with a particular genre which, especially in 

the US context, has been controversially debated in recent years.  It is at this point, then, 

that the novel‘s self-referentiality turns out to be far more than postmodern ―hocus-

pocus‖, as the alleged objectivity of the genre of report has laid the foundation for several 

US military interventions in the recent past—one may only think of the reports allegedly 

proving the existence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq and thus legitimizing the 

replacement of Saddam Hussein‘s dictatorship. It is the report within the report, then, 

which as a twenty-page insertion directs the reader‘s attention to the debates on US-

American security policies. [...] In a text riddled, as we have seen, with other allusions to 

contemporary America and the ―war on terror‖, telling references to misleading 
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―intelligence reports‖ are complemented by an obtrusively self-reflexive undermining of 

the genre of report and its alleged facticity. (199) 

In my own analysis of Scriptorium I want to focus less on the genre of the report and more on the 

authorial anxiety over the representation of violence and the violence of representation; the way 

the novel uses a discourse of surveillance as a means of implicating the authority of the reader.  

That the purpose behind such techniques, in accordance with Butler and Gurr, is to challenge the 

complicity of the written word with regimes of power, I take as a given.  What I am more 

interested in are the ways in which the real of violence is buffered by ekphrastic descriptions in 

the text and how this technique forms part of Auster‘s implicit defence of literary authorship. 

5.2.1 Watching Mr. Blank 

 In Scriptorium‘s use of surveillance, interpretation is set against a backdrop of terrorism, 

figuring the reader-writer relationship in carceral terms: the reader is the dominant interpretive 

authority and the writer, an Auster persona, represented by Mr. Blank, is a passive and confused, 

incarcerated subject.
14

  This is clear from the opening of the novel – ―Even if he knew he was 

being watched, it wouldn‘t make any difference‖ (1) – which negates the value of the very kind of 

self-consciousness that one would think essential for a novel that is such a stalwart exemplar of 

self-aware metafiction.  However, in Scriptorium, it is literally true.  Mr. Blank reads this exact 

sentence in the metafictional close of the novel, which repeats the opening pages, presumably 

                                                      

14
 One might object that Fanshawe, the author of ―Travels in the Scriptorium,‖ is the central 

author figure, having written the ―treatment,‖ in the sense of a script for a film and a remedy, that 

is being administered to Mr. Blank.  Despite Travels in the Scriptorium‘s metafictional structure, 

Fanshawe is like the other intertextual references to Auster‘s earlier novels and is a character 

from Auster‘s The Locked Room (1988).  As such, although Fanshawe is writer, it is Mr. Blank 

who is the novel‘s central author figure as he has no other intertextual ground. 
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now aware that he is being watched, but helpless to do other than repeat the same series of 

actions. 

 In his cell, Mr. Blank is in a state of constant surveillance that is covert in that he ―has no 

idea that a camera is planted in the ceiling directly above him‖ (1) and archival in that ―every 

sound Mr. Blank makes is being reproduced and preserved‖ (8).  The reader‘s interpretive agency 

is one of absolute access but incomplete knowledge as the narrator explains that ―the pictures do 

not lie, but neither do they tell the whole story.  They are merely a record of time passing‖ (3).  

The present of the text that is recorded in Scriptorium is always after the fact and the crimes Mr. 

Blank is accused of, the traumas that he has inflicted on his ―operatives,‖ only exist outside the 

bounds of Scriptorium‘s narrative.  The intertextual appearances of characters from Auster 

fictions attempt to bring that past into the present, reminding Mr. Blank of the violence he can 

barely remember authoring.  These two kinds of evidence or experience, writerly and readerly, 

the imaginary and the historical, the inward and the outward, the mediated and the real, the 

domestic and the foreign, structure not only the politics of these novels, but a kind of ethic that 

points to the limited capacities of the literary imagination to represent the truth of violence and 

the corollary ability of literature to buffer the trauma of both real and mediated experiences of 

violence.  This ethical figuring of politics marks a development from the previous three chapters 

primarily aesthetic investment in the political, where any ethical questions were limited to the 

complicated constructions of and threats to authorship that each represent. 

 Each of these dichotomies – writer/reader, imaginary/historical, inward/outward, 

mediated/real, domestic/foreign – is explored in the way that allegorical techniques are variously 

deployed in both this novel as well as the later Man in the Dark.  The ekphrastic description is the 

reader‘s imaginary, inward, mediated, domestically coded text that takes the place of the outer, 
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historical real of violence.  The structuring of the reader‘s experience is the author‘s ethical 

injunction to represent violence without replicating it.  Indeed, the entire structure of the novel is 

a series of nested ekphrases with the novel‘s metafictional closure acting as the ultimate 

containment of the audio-visual surveillance of Mr. Blank into the text‘s ekphrastic description of 

that surveillance.  In typical Austerian fashion, there are further ekphrastic layers as ―Travels in 

the Scriptorium‖ is the title of a fictional silent film alluded to in his earlier novel, The Book of 

Illusions (2002).  This focus on the visual continues as the narrative switches to a common 

interrogation of  Mr. Blank, assuring the reader that ―time will tell us all.  For the moment, our 

only task is to study the pictures‖ (1).  The limits of surveillance are demonstrated in the reaction 

to the unusual labels on each item in the room; the narrator explains these changing labels as a 

fundamental epistemological dilemma: 

What cannot be known at this point is whether he is reading the word on the strip of tape 

or simply referring to the wall itself.  It could be that he has forgotten how to read but still 

recognizes things for what they are and can call them by their names, or conversely, that 

he has lost the ability to recognize things for what they are but still knows how to read. 

(2) 

Here the problem is not really what Mr. Blank knows, but that this abstruse model is actually 

positing a number of epistemological problems that describe the hermeneutic process as limited 

by the ambiguity surrounding intentionality.  The two possible explanations of Mr. Blank‘s 

confusion posit him as either the writer who cannot read (he can name, but cannot read the world 

as text) or the reader who cannot write (he can read the names, but cannot textualize the world).  

Regardless of which is true, the fundamental problem is the inability to navigate the difference 

between text and world.  As Mr. Blank reclaims his authorial identity, he also reclaims a balance 
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between them that is only later unsettled by his experience of visual representations as too real. 

However Mr. Blank‘s later visual experience is different from the reader and narrator studying 

the surveillance pictures, which promises the potential for future knowledge by temporally 

marking this epistemological ambiguity as that which ―cannot be known at this point‖ (2; 

emphasis added).  Throughout this dissertation, one of the hallmarks of postmodern allegory that 

I have been arguing for is a flattening of the temporal text-pretext model of allegory.  This is the 

structuring principle of the kind of archive that the surveillance of Mr. Blank forms.  It is a 

―record of time passing‖ that is flattened into the always-already present text of Travels in the 

Scriptorium, stacked on Mr. Blank‘s desk.  Moreover, if the fundamental ambiguity of the 

Scriptorium manuscript is in the act of or object of reading, the pseudo-paratextual Sigmund Graf 

manuscript presents writing as the central difficulty. 

5.2.2 Reading and Writing Sigmund Graf 

 That critics of Travels in the Scriptorium did not pick up on the political allegory of the 

text is all the more surprising given the context of the incomplete Sigmund Graf narrative.  This 

paratextual – as opposed to text-pretext – allegorical relationship between the two texts on Mr. 

Blank‘s desk, picks up on all of the key dichotomies present in the frame narrative.  Sigmund 

Graf ―was born forty-one years ago in the town of Luz, a textile center in the northwestern part of 

Faux-Lieu Province‖ (46).  If Blank‘s identity points towards the archival in terms of being a 

record of surveillance and a stand in for Auster, Graf‘s points towards the fictional.  His name 

(Graf) means writing, he is from a textile center (whose Derridean pun is clear), in a province 

called ―False-Place,‖ whose town ―Luz‖ is named after a supposedly indestructible town in the 

Talmud and which lent its name to a mystical bone at the base of the spine from which the 

resurrection of the dead takes place (Reichman and Rossner 53-54; 1996).  Graf‘s job is to write a 
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report on an incident between the Confederation and native groups in a place called Ultima Thule, 

which in medieval geographies is a location outside the boundaries of the known world.  The 

burial grounds for the anonymous dead is called Viaticum Bluff, where viaticum is the 

communion given to the dying, but that it is on a ―bluff‖ puns on both its geographical properties 

and the perhaps false nature of the communion (either because those buried there are not 

Christian or are anonymous).  At one point Graf returns to a place called Closterham (121), a 

reference to a place in the posthumously published, but unfinished, work by Charles Dickens‘s 

The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1982).  Dickens text, like the Trause manuscript, is completed by 

others.  It is in its completion that Mr. Blank fully regains his authorial identity after he angrily 

―tosses the typescript onto the desk, snorting with dissatisfaction and contempt, furious that he 

has been compelled to read a story that has no ending, an unfinished work that has barely even 

begun, a mere bloody fragment‖ (84).   

 Frustrated by the incomplete manuscript, Mr. Blank decides to write the story‘s 

conclusion.  In so doing, he begins by recognizing the allegorical content of the story: 

The Confederation [...] Just another name for America.  Not the United States as we 

know it, but a country that has evolved in another way, that has another history.  But all 

the trees, all the mountains, and all the prairies of that country stand exactly where they 

do in ours.  The rivers and the oceans are identical.  Men walk on two legs, see with two 

eyes, and touch with two hands.  They think double thoughts and speak out of both sides 

of their mouths at once. (90-1) 

The doubling of allegory becomes metaphorized not only in the geographic pairing of the real and 

imagined countries, but in the very bodies of people whose doubleness stands in for the same 

ambiguities of intention that exist for the narrator and reader as they watch Mr. Blank.  That we 
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should read Mr. Blank‘s narrative as allegorically as Mr. Blank reads Graf‘s has already been 

hinted at when Mr. Blank thinks that ―Perhaps he‘s no longer in America, he says to himself, but 

in some other country, abducted in the dead of night by secret agents working for a foreign 

power‖ (13).  Likewise, the more oblique references to the American past in Scriptorium come 

through references to American territorial expansionism; not just encounters with indigenous 

peoples, but the reference to the Spanish-American war through one ―Colonel De Vega,‖ who 

shares a name with one of the officers who fought under Macario Sakay for a separate Tagalog 

republic in the American war with the Philippines.  De Vega is played by one, Pen Medina, in the 

1993 film about that conflict, Sakay .  Although the De Vega in the Trause manuscript is on the 

side of the Confederation, it does fit with a general impression of a particularly American 

allegory given that the Philippine war is one of the foundational moments of American 

hegemonic expansion.   

 In his continuation of the Graf narrative, Blank essentially engages in writing not just an 

American allegory, but also one that speaks to his own position, awaiting trial for having written 

a report (as Graf refers to it on page 52).  When Graf crosses into the outlands to investigate what 

has happened with the ―Primitive nations,‖ he discovers that they have all been slaughtered (95) 

in a plot to invite Confederation intervention in a supposed civil war, opening up the territory to 

settlers.  Part of Mr. Blank ―recoils in terror‖ (125) at the ending of Graf‘s narrative that he 

devises.  His conclusion is that: 

Graf knows nothing about the sinister scheme he‘s been drawn into. He‘s the fall guy 

[….] He tells about his mission to track down [Ernesto] Land, and when he comes to the 

massacre he discovered in the salt flats, he omits nothing, describes the whole 

abomination down to the last gory detail.  That‘s the crucial point: a vivid, eyewitness 



 

189 

 

account of what happened […] By the time he makes it home, the manuscript has been 

carefully edited. (125, 127) 

The editing makes his story appear to support the war, using the catalogue of atrocities in favour 

of the very regime he hoped to damage with his report.  In despair, Graf commits suicide.  What 

is essential about Graf‘s report to both Blank‘s narrative and August Brill in Man in the Dark, is 

the effect of representations of violence.  In both of these novels, Auster avoids the direct 

representation of violence as this paraphrase of Graf‘s report does.  Ethical writing in these two 

novels avoids the sensationalizing of violence and Graf‘s report, like the ambiguities of the 

surveillance of Mr. Blank demonstrates why.  Surveillance, like a report (as Butler and Gurr have 

amply demonstrated), is caught up in a power dynamic that cannot escape the ambiguity inherent 

in its subsequent interpretation.  What makes Graf a failed author is his attempt to use his report 

to shock, not realizing that this attempt realistically to portray the Confederation‘s atrocities 

realistically could be used against him.  This is the danger in representation that attempts to 

replicate and it is why ekphrasis, like all forms of allegory that do not make that attempt, is the 

technique central to understanding the ethical impetus behind successful writer figures in these 

novels. 

5.2.3 Mr. Blank’s Punishment 

 Graf‘s suicide is in some ways a reaction to Flood‘s (another Auster character‘s) 

accusation that Mr. Blank is ―indifferent to the pain of others.  You play with people‘s lives and 

take no responsibility for what you‘ve done‖ (60).  That these written reports represent real events 

happening to actual people is one of the conceits of the novel, but to take this seriously misses the 

point; namely, that Auster is pointing to the real traumatic effect that representations of violence 

can impose.  However, it is not the reproaches of those whose loved ones have died in Blank‘s 
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reports that moves him, but rather a photograph of one of their deaths.  The image is from the 

opening explosion in Leviathan, which essentially portrays Mr. Blank as a terrorist figure, 

accused of being responsible for Benjamin Sachs‘s death: 

he can anticipate the explosion of the homemade bomb that will tear the tall man apart 

and cast his mangled body to the four winds, he does not have the strength to look at it. 

[…] I was only doing my job.  If things turned out badly, the report still had to be written, 

and I can‘t be blamed for telling the truth, can I? (139) 

By positioning him as a terrorist figure, responsible for Sachs‘s death, the surveillance of the 

readerly gaze on the incarcerated author collapses the old dichotomy of author and terrorist from 

Leviathan that is being invoked here.  Like Man in the Dark, Scriptorium illustrates both the 

limits and possibilities of the literary imaginary to represent the truth of violence as well as the 

particular way in which literature can buffer representations of violence, avoiding the recurrence 

of the traumatic experience through narrative.  And this, ultimately, is the metafictional ploy of 

Scriptorium: it is the narrative enclosure that uses the mediation of the written word to assimilate 

both visual representation and the sensationalist use of violence.   

 Each of the novels covered in this project is, variously, metafictional, as Patricia Waugh 

defines it: ―Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and 

systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the 

relationship between fiction and reality‖ (2; 1984).  In Mao II there is the interplay between the 

included photographs and their verbal representation within the text (a technique that is opposed 

to Auster‘s use of ekphrasis).  Philip Roth‘s use of himself as a persona and his toying with legal 

disclaimers is similarly metafictional, just as the crossing between the Taimur Martin and Adie 

Klarpol narratives in Richard Powers‘s Plowing the Dark is.  What is going on in metafictional 
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texts, Waugh argues, is a complex interplay between author and reader in that ―[t]he ‗author‘ 

discovers  that the language of the text produces him or her as much as he or she produces the 

language of the text.  The reader is made aware that, paradoxically, the ‗author‘ is situated in the 

text at the very point where ‗he‘ asserts ‗his‘ identity outside it‖ (133).  What is actually asserted 

in the metafictional text, is not the capacity to represent the author fully, but an understanding that 

from within ―literary fiction it is, in fact, possible only to ‗represent‘ the discourses of that world‖ 

(30).  And so, although Auster‘s use of metafiction is at its most overt in Travels in the 

Scriptorium, metafiction itself must be understood as part of the toolbox of rhetorical techniques 

by which authors construct their relationship to the text from within the text. 

 The novel‘s metafictional enclosure is referred to as the ―treatment‖ that Mr. Blank is 

forced to undergo, which is defined both as a preparatory version of a screenplay of Mr. Blank‘s 

audio-visual surveillance (Travels in the Scriptorium as I indicated earlier is the name of a silent 

film from Auster‘s Book of Illusions) and a medical treatment that he is given that causes 

amnesia.  The effect of this treatment is to allow Mr. Blank to experience his work as an entity 

other than his authorial persona, experiencing the violence in his ―reports‖ by finally 

incorporating himself into one of them.  The novel ends with an assertion of endless punishment: 

It will never end.  For Mr. Blank is one of us now, and struggle though he might to 

understand his predicament, he will always be lost.  I believe I speak for all his charges 

when I say he is getting what he deserves—no more, no less.  Not as a form of 

punishment, but as an act of supreme justice and compassion. Without him, we are 

nothing, but the paradox is that we, the figments of another mind, will outlive the mind 

that made us, for once we are thrown into the world, we continue to exist forever, and our 

stories go on being told, even after we are dead. (143-4)   
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This is the inheritance of Barthes‘s ―Death of the Author‖ for contemporary fiction: the author, 

banished from modes of interpretation, returns as an undead textual presence.  As such, the 

attempt to punish Mr. Blank by Fanshawe (the ―true‖ author of Travels in the Scriptorium) 

appears to be a failed act.  The emptiness of the authorial persona in the text is signified by the 

blankness of his name and the absence of biographical details in favour of a construction of the 

author purely as a product of intertextual detail.   Punishment and the responsible imagination 

return thematically in Man in the Dark, but in Scriptorium, Quinn, another Auster character, 

explains that the ―nature of the punishment is still open to question.  One group is advocating 

clemency, an across-the-board pardon on every count.  But others are out for blood.  And not just 

one or two of them.  There‘s a whole gang, and they‘re becoming more and more vociferous‖ 

(135).  This rhetoric of punishment in conjunction with the disorienting effects of the treatment, 

recalls the legalistic fixing and medical disorientation in Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock.  What 

is most relevant about its employment in Scriptorium is that, like images of violence and the 

threat of punishment, they are always about to occur or are after the fact.  The trial that Blank is 

to undergo is threatened, but the novel, the enclosure of the author into the metafictional frame, is 

the punishment already being enacted.  This temporal flattening of the soon-to-be and the 

already-occurring is fundamental to the tortured temporal structure of any metafiction.  The 

poetic justice in this punishment is that Mr. Blank becomes a prisoner of the products of his own 

imagination,  but it also demonstrates the authorial anxiety of the allegorical form itself; that one 

is ultimately subject to an authority outside of the bounds of authorial control.  In other words, 

Mr. Blank‘s punishment is one of repeated condemnation and redemption; he begins as a terrorist 

figure, incarcerated and accused of the terrible things that happen to the ―operatives‖ under his 

control, but slowly he regains his authorial capacities and recognizes the ethical duty that he has 



 

193 

 

as a writer.  What is most pessimistic in Travels in the Scriptorium is its metafictional structure 

whereby anything that Mr. Blank learns in this process is reincorporated into the text of the 

treatment.  The solipsistic nature of this structure that was so poorly received by most critics is 

remedied in Man in the Dark. 

5.3 Man in the Dark (2008) 

 Given that the political import of Scriptorium was not registered by the literary press, it 

would appear that Auster tried much harder to ground his fiction in the present day in the novel 

that followed, Man in the Dark.  Man in the Dark begins by introducing the story of a second 

American civil war breaking out after the contested Bush-Gore election as imagined by the old, 

insomniac author, August Brill. This alternate-America narrative follows the life of Owen Brick, 

an amateur magician who wakes up one day to find himself enlisted to travel back into the real 

world and ―kill Brill,‖ in a bid to end the imagination that keeps the war going.  Brick is abruptly 

killed off in a gun battle and the narrative increasingly focuses on Brill‘s household.  August Brill 

lives with his daughter, Miriam, and his granddaughter, Katya.  Miriam is writing a biography of 

Nathaniel Hawthorne‘s daughter and Katya is a film student grieving over the brutal execution in 

Iraq of her fiancé, Titus Small.  The fate of Titus, as Steve Appleford of LA Weekly points out, 

derives from  

the personal tragedy suffered by Auster‘s good friend, the Israeli author David Grossman, 

whose son was killed during the 2006 war with Lebanon — and just days before a 

ceasefire. The novel is dedicated to Grossman and his family, and ―in memory of Uri,‖ 

who died the very week his father and Amos Oz urged Prime Minister Ehud Olmert to 

end the conflict. (Appleford ―Paul Auster‖; 2008)   
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Though reviewed more favourably than Scriptorium, many were highly critical.  Garan Holcombe 

of the California Literary Review concludes that ―It tries much too hard to be of the moment, to 

capture something of our time, but in its straining for effect it becomes horribly pretentious. 

There is nothing important about this book. Man in the Dark has nothing profound to say about 

the state of the world or the War on Terror‖ (Holcombe ―Brick Wall‖; 2008).  Tom LeClair of 

The New York Times damns Man in the Dark with the faint praise that it ―is a slightly new and 

improved ‗Travels in the Scriptorium,‘ which it partially rewrites in a semi-realistic vein‖ 

(LeClair ―Sleepless‖; 2008).  Yet, the criticism that Auster‘s trademark postmodernism has worn 

thin remains the predominant complaint, perhaps best put by the Guardian‘s  Jenny Diski when 

she says that 

Pirandello‘s six characters were wandering around looking for their author in 1921; 

Barthes declared the death of the author in 1967; Philip Dick mastered the ‗What is real?‘ 

genre throughout the Sixties and Seventies; and Laurence Sterne was writing Tristram 

Shandy in 1759, for heaven‘s sake. It doesn‘t mean that the meta-fiction thing can‘t ever 

be done again, but it does mean it has to be done remarkably well in order to justify it as 

more than a tired trope. (Diski ―American‖; 2008) 

In keeping with my analysis of Scriptorium, I argue that what Diski and other critics are missing 

are the ways in which Auster‘s most recent author-fictions are not the redeployment of tired 

tropes, but rather complex means of engaging with the politics of the present by questioning the 

role of the contemporary author.  To extend Diski‘s chronology of author-fictions to the present 

day, Auster stakes out an ethics of authorship for the post-9/11 era that backs the written word in 

a proliferating media ecology, backs the literary work for the ways in which it circumvents the 

spectacle of contemporary depictions of violence and terror. 
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5.3.1 The Lure of the (hyper)real 

 As in Scriptorium, the central allegorical mode that is used to circumvent violent 

spectacle is ekphrasis.  In Man in the Dark the two principal examples – Katya‘s discussion of 

three films and the recounting of the video of Titus Small‘s execution – occur in the second half 

of the novel.  However, the divisions between the mediated, domestic world of the author‘s 

imagination and the trauma of experiencing the often foreign-coded immediacy of physical 

violence, which characterizes the use of ekphrasis in both novels, is also the structuring principle 

of Man in the Dark‘s two narratives.  Like the Graf narrative in Scriptorium, which is not just a 

reading of an early draft by Trause, but a kind of imaginative return to a point of American origin, 

Man in the Dark offers something similar, but the allegorical coding is much less ambiguous.  In 

the Brick narrative, Brill‘s reimagining of American history is really a reimagining of an 

American present where the Bush-Gore election that divided the country is realized and 

hyperbolically exploded into a second American Civil War.   

 The violent episodes in post-war American history in Man in the Dark are, for Brill, 

catalysts for the imagination.  Unlike Scriptorium, the scenes of primal violence in Man in the 

Dark are not purely textual, but are rather grounded in particular moments in American history.  

For Brill, the insomniac author at the heart of the novel, his foundational experience of violence 

does not include America‘s extra-territorial wars, but is rather the 1967 race riots in Newark, New 

Jersey: 

That was my war.  Not a real war, perhaps, but once you witness violence on that scale, it 

isn‘t difficult to imagine something worse, and once your mind is capable of doing that, 

you understand the worst possibilities of the imagination are the country you live in.  Just 

think it, and chances are it will happen. (82) 
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This encounter with the real of violence here sets the limits of the imagination.  Favouring the 

limited country of a less violent, domestic imagination, to an imagination forged in the violence 

of actual and often foreign wars is a serious point about the relationship between experiences of 

actual violence and the resources of the imagination.  This is the avoidance of the spectacle of 

violence that is at the heart of Auster‘s ethic of writing.  Although Brill recounts ―sweating out a 

long piece for Harper’s on recent American poetry and fiction inspired by the Vietnam war‖ (79), 

it is a war he never directly experienced and the reality of war, be it Vietnam or Iraq, is figured in 

the same terms as the imagined Civil War; lived experience within America risks being displaced 

by the violent possibilities of the imagination.  Here the novelist‘s introspection about 

responsibility and literature remains tied to the context of the American political landscape.  Brill 

lives in a ―weird world, the battered world, the weird world rolling on as wars flame all around 

us: the chopped-off arms in Africa, the chopped-off heads in Iraq, and in my own head this other 

war, an imaginary war on home ground, America cracking apart, the noble experiment finally 

dead‖ (49).  When Brill‘s creation, Brick, wanders around Wellington (25) there is rubble and 

bodies, reminiscent of the Iraq war brought home in the same kind of displacement that occurs in 

Mao II, where everywhere is Beirut, or in Plowing the Dark, when Beirut, again, seems like 

Chicago.  What each of these authors are saying in their conflation of the foreign and the 

domestic is that the American imaginary is a product of  the country‘s political, economic, 

military and cultural projections around the world.  However, even more telling is that each of 

these novels does not just depict characters who imagine a ruined America as a foreign place, but 

these characters are drawn to actually visit these places, tragically crossing the line between the 

real and the imaginary.  Only in Roth‘s novels does this encounter with the foreign locus of 

terrorism not end in disaster and perhaps this is partially because the Middle East, possibly due to 
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the connection between Israel and the Jewish Diaspora, is not entirely coded as foreign.  In 

Plowing the Dark Taimur Martin is kidnapped, Mao II‘s Bill Gray dies before he can reach the 

hostage he hopes to replace, and in Man in the Dark Titus Small travels to Iraq, only to be 

captured and executed. 

 If Travels in the Scriptorium is an overdone allegorical parable about the dangers of 

authorial involution – Mr. Blank is accused by his characters of being responsible for what has 

happened to them, authoring their fates, but unable to engage with them – then Man in the Dark 

does more to show the ways in which the literary imagination can deal with real atrocities.  It 

showcases the written word‘s ability to do so without reproducing a shocking, traumatic 

encounter that the novel associates with visual media‘s representations of violence.  Titus Small, 

the failed amateur writer whose execution is videotaped, is in Iraq in the first place for reasons 

that are not far removed from what I have looked at in Mao II, portraying the untimely death of a 

Romantic author figure drawn to the real of political action.  Only each trip fails for different 

reasons.  In Mao II, Bill Gray‘s trip to Beirut is the self-consciously suicidal gesture of an author 

who cannot function out in the world, but Titus‘s expedition is more naïve.  As August Brill 

describes it, ―Such romantic claptrap . . . such childish drivel . . . […] facing up to the fact that he 

didn‘t have it in him to do the one thing he had always wanted to do‖ (174), that is, write.  Like 

the opening lines of the novel – ―another white night in the great American wilderness‖ – Titus 

draws on the same kind of Thoreau-like idealism that has to stake out a place apart.  For Titus, 

this cannot be done within the United States and his need for ―real‖ experience trumps all 

political and moral concerns, including his own disagreement with the war in Iraq and the 

government in the United States that started it: 
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I don‘t look at it that way.  For me, it‘s not a moral decision.  It‘s about learning 

something, about starting a new kind of education.  I know how horrible and dangerous it 

is over there, but that‘s just why I want to go.  The more horrible, the better.  […] It‘s so 

fucking safe, so fucking dreary, I can‘t stand it anymore.  I don‘t know anything, August.  

I haven‘t done anything.  That‘s why I‘m going away.  To experience something that 

isn‘t about me.  To be out in the big rotten world and discover what it feels like to be part 

of history. (172-3) 

Surely this cannot help but echo Francis Fukuyama‘s idea that the end of ideological competition 

is the end of history (2006).  Titus does seem a product of the closing lines of Fukuyama‘s 

famous article that 

In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual 

caretaking of the museum of human history. I can feel in myself, and see in others around 

me, a powerful nostalgia for the time when history existed. [...] Perhaps this very 

prospect of centuries of boredom at the end of history will serve to get history started 

once again. (114)  

Man in the Dark aligns Titus‘ idealism with the folly of the ideological commitment to the Iraq 

War.  However, like Taimur, Bill Gray, Brita, and Roth, Titus Small sees in the Middle East the 

space outside of the imaginary world of contemporary existence, what in a Lacanian 

psychoanalytic context would be called the Real.  This association between the ideas of Titus and 

Fukuyama is particularly resonant given that Katya and Titus are representative children of the 

post-Cold War and the novel is very aware of this historical positioning of them, just as Mao II 

marks the difference between the older Bill and the younger Karen.  One digressive story of a spy 

who is killed at the last gasps of the Cold War is recounted as occurring in ―[t]he spring of eight-
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nine [...]  The Berlin Wall came down in November.  The Eastern bloc threw out their 

governments, and then the Soviet Union fell apart‖ (128).  At the same time, there is a real 

question of what type of writing this moment will produce, as he wonders about ―[t]he daughter 

[of the spy from the story], for instance, thrust forward from 1989 to 2007.  What if she grows up 

to become a journalist or a novelist, a scribbler of some sort‖ (129)?  However, we encounter 

Katya as a consumer and not a producer of culture. Watching the video of Titus‘s execution is the 

formative moment for her.  She is a film student, but the mediated experience of violence through 

video has not provided her with the same coping strategies for dealing with trauma that seem 

readily available to Miriam (who is writing the biography of Rose Hawthorne) and August (who 

is making up his story about an alternate American present).  Auster seems to suggest that the real 

ethical impulse is to embrace the aesthetic imagination over the traumatic immediacy of both 

actual experiences and hyperreal representations of violence. After all, Brill is able to experience 

the horrors of war in whatever muted a way, which allows him to understand violence without 

having to go to Iraq.  It is Titus‘s mistaken idea that you have to go there to really experience 

something that is criticized.  Brill likewise talks about his own failed attempt to engage in some 

kind of real experience by sleeping with a prostitute:  

thirty-five, thirty-eight, forty, I walked around with a feeling that my life had never truly 

belonged to me, that I had never truly inhabited myself, that I had never been real.  And 

because I wasn‘t real, I didn‘t understand the effect I had on others, the damage I could 

cause, the hurt I could inflict on the people who loved me.  Sonia was my ground, my one 

solid connection to the world. (153-4) 

In both novels, ―real‖ violence is not something directly represented or experienced in the August 

Brill or Mr. Blank frames of the narratives; it is always represented through ekphrasis, in the past, 
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in the imagination, or to others.  For August Brill, one of the virtues of writing, unlike other 

media, is that this distancing leaves an interpretive space.  But for August‘s granddaughter Katya, 

it is a numbing obsession with film that is her way to deal with having seen the video of Titus‘s 

beheading.  In describing her reaction, it is clear that the fundamentally hyperreal quality of the 

video is what traumatises her:  

If I hadn‘t seen it, everything would be different.  People go off to war, and sometimes 

they die.  You get a telegram or a phone call, and someone tells you that your son or 

husband or your ex-boyfriend has been killed.  But you don‘t see how it happened.  You 

make up pictures in your mind, but you don‘t know the real facts.  Even if you‘re told the 

story by someone who was there, what you‘re left with is words, and words are vague, 

open to interpretation.  We saw it.  We saw how they murdered him, and unless I blot out 

that video with other images, it‘s the only thing I ever see.  (166-7) 

Here the standard poststructuralist metaphor of interpretation as a violent act is radically reversed.  

What textual interpretation frees one from is the fear of violence, it provides some kind of means 

of working through it, as Katya explains when she says that ―words are vague, open to 

interpretation‖ (167).  Auster presents the role of literature as shifting focus from an obsession 

with images and videos that seem only to reinforce trauma to a desire to work through it.  This is 

represented in the text through two uses of ekphrasis. The first involves the lengthy descriptions 

and theories about the films that she watches, including Jean Renoir‘s Grand Illusion, Vittorio De 

Sica‘s The Bicycle Thief and Satyajit Ray‘s The World of Apu. The second is the description of 

the video of Titus‘s beheading, which divorces the image from its effective hyperreality. For 

Katya, watching the video was witnessing the crime, but through ekphrasis the traumatic 

potential of the image is lessened by reintroducing the awareness of mediation that is missing in 
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the hyperreal.  It is this awareness of mediation that is prominently emphasized in the ultimately 

pictorial quality of the description of the silent video of Titus‘s execution: 

When the head is finally severed from the body, the executioner lets the hatchet fall to the 

floor.  The other man removes the hood from Titus‘ head, and then the third and takes 

hold of Titus‘ head, and then a third pan takes hold of Titus‘ long red hair and carries the 

head closer to the camera.  Blood is dripping everywhere.  Titus is no longer quite 

human.  He has become the idea of a person, a person and not a person, a dead bleeding 

thing: une nature morte. (176) 

The ekphrastic description moves from video to the more traditional use of the technique in the 

description of paintings; the head is brought towards the camera, but ends as ―une nature morte.‖  

This French term for the painterly genre better known in English as ―still life‖ and which is 

referred to in Don DeLillo‘s Falling Man by its Italian name, ―Natura morte‖ (12), captures the 

dehumanizing moment of terror as the face is revealed.  The terrifying image of Titus‘s face, held 

by one of his executioners recalls the image of Perseus holding the severed head of Medusa.  

George C. Grinnell has written eloquently on this image in his ―Ethics in the Face of Terror: 

Shelley and Biometrics‖ (2008), where he argues that Percy Shelley‘s ekphrastic poem ―On the 

Medusa of Leonardo Da Vinci‖ speaks directly to the post-9/11 situation by historicizing 

terrorism in the terror of the French Revolution, of which Medusa became a symbolic figure.  In 

an analysis that speaks directly to Auster‘s image of Titus‘s decapitation, Grinnell argues that  

The curious effect of ekphrasis, then, is that it tends to refer to processes of mediation in 

general as much as it refers to a particular work of art.  Ekphrasis reflects the complicated 

terror of the Medusa to Shelley and becomes a figure for thinking about mediation and 
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acts of observing and calculating the other as utterly alien to the self [...] that serves but 

does not simulate his encounter with the face of terror.  (342) 

Unlike Shelley‘s use of ekphrasis, Auster‘s is a pointedly postmodern employment of the 

technique, where it does simulate the encounter and includes multiple orders of mediation in a 

written description of a video turned painting.  This movement to painting is a complex second-

order ekphrastic description that is both an acknowledgement of the hyperreality of the video and 

an attempt to contain it by denaturing the medium into an imagined ―still life‖ in the description.  

The final seconds of the video continue after ―the screen goes black‖ (176) is the ultimate 

suppression of the visual even in its evocation, which is the hallmark of ekphrasis. 

5.3.2 Think Dark:  The Particular Consolation of Literature 

 This suppression of the visual, what for August Brill is the injunction to ―think dark,‖ is 

the novel‘s ethical strategy.  Although beyond the scope of this chapter, allegory and ekphrasis 

work well with some of the seeming difficulties in the psychological explorations of literary 

trauma theory as described by Susannah Radstone: 

The trauma theory of [Cathy] Caruth and of [Shoshana] Felman and [Dori] Laub 

emphasizes lack of recall and the unexperienced nature of trauma. In these senses, it leans 

towards the mimetic paradigm.  However, trauma theory‘s previously discussed emphasis 

on the event itself links it clearly with the anti-mimetic theory of trauma. [Ruth] Leys 

argues that whereas in the mimetic theory, the subject unconsciously imitates or repeats 

the trauma, in the anti-mimetic theory the subject is ‗essentially aloof from the traumatic 

experience.‘ (15; 2007)  

In Katya‘s experience of Titus‘s death, the event is both experienced and unexperienced.  She 

does not directly witness the beheading, but the video of it, in its hyperreality, stands in for the 



 

203 

 

event itself.  She both cannot recall the actual event, having never experienced it she is 

―essentially aloof‖ from it, but at the same time she cannot avoid repeating the trauma in being 

unable to forget it.  This is, of course, the fundamental paradox of hyperreality, that it is so 

perfectly mimetic as to become anti-mimetic. 

  In the specificity of the type of mediation proposed, literary as opposed to visual, Auster 

moves beyond the transcendent phenomenology of Powers‘s contention that ―[n]o change in 

medium will ever change the nature of mediation‖ (―Being and Seeming‖).  Powers may be 

correct inasmuch as his approach makes the role of an author per se comprehensible in the 

experience of media, but his focus on the essence of mediation does not deal with the historical 

context that an ethics of mediation would require. Set against these forms of traumatizing 

hyperreality and the primacy of the visual that is so privileged in Powers‘s Plowing the Dark,  is 

what I have referred to as the injunction by Auster‘s author characters to ―think dark.‖  The pun 

on dark in Man in the Dark is multifold.  Being ―in the dark‖ does more than just metaphorize 

confusion (as with Brick, Mr. Blank) or describe Brill‘s insomnia or the darkness of his 

depression.  Being in the dark can also refer to a higher level of authority whose actions and 

motivations are inaccessible.  As such, darkness in these novels can refer to the limits of authorial 

power and representation.  The dark refers to death in both works and exists outside the bounds of 

representation, as in the opening and final scenes of Scriptorium include the beginning of Mr. 

Blank‘s story where ―he is entirely in the dark about where he is and why he is there‖ (12) and the 

ending which is the command, ―Lights out‖ (145).  He begins to regain his authorial identity 

because of the way he finishes the Graf narrative, which prefigures the way August Brill will 

decide to finish the Brick narrative, realizing that he must ―Think dark, then, and go down into it, 

see it through to the end‖ (88).  Likewise, Mr. Blank thinks, ―Poor Graf, of course, but if you 
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want to tell a good story, you can‘t show any pity‖ (123).  After Graf discovers that his report has 

been co-opted by the Confederation he decides to commit suicide, but the account of it, like the 

oblique summary of the grisly details of Graf‘s report, is Austerian in its austerity: ―That evening, 

in the darkness of his empty house, he picks up a loaded revolver and fires a bullet through his 

skull‖ (128).  Darkness in both novels marks the limits of being with the end of the tape, story or 

novel, but is also the generative place from which creation springs.  Travels in the Scriptorium, 

like the script of a film, ends in the same darkness as the end of Titus‘s execution video and this 

association of death and darkness is echoed in the cluelessness of Mr. Blank, which will go on 

being repeated as he undergoes the ―treatment,‖ punning on pills and a script, which as he 

obliquely realizes, ―Talk about the treatment.  It‘s probably just another word for death‖ (87). 

 If the treatment that is Travels in the Scriptorium is a kind of death, the story that Brill 

creates is a suicide note.  It is explained to Brick that ―This is your story, not ours.  The only man 

invented you in order to kill him‖ (70), but for Brick crossing into the real world to kill someone 

is too unethical.  Brill realizes how dangerously close he is to making the suicide note into the 

real thing in his play between what is real and what is imaginary:   

The story is about a man who must kill the person who created him, and why pretend that 

I am not that person?  By putting myself into the story, the story becomes real.  Or else I 

become unreal, yet one more figment of my own imagination.  Either way, the effect is 

more satisfying, more in harmony with my mood—which is dark, my little ones, as dark 

as the obsidian night that surrounds me. (102) 

Here the danger Brill avoids is the one that Mr. Blank does not.  Unlike Mr. Blank, Brill is able to 

exert control over the unreal and reinserts these ideas into Brick‘s narrative.  When Brick is 
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threatened with death if he does not kill Brill, he begins to misunderstand the author‘s suicidal 

plot as his own:  

So now it’s a suicide, he remembers saying to Frisk. 

    In a roundabout way, yes. (106) 

Of course, being an Auster novel, this self-reflexivity does not go uncommented upon when Brill 

wonders if he should see Brick‘s choice through to its end: 

Hope or no hope?  Both options are available, and yet neither one is fully satisfying to 

me.  Is there a middle way after such a beginning, after throwing Brick to the wolves and 

bending the poor sap‘s mind out of shape?  Probably not.  Think dark, then, and go down 

into it, see it through to the end. (88) 

Brill‘s willingness to kill Brick off in fiction saves him from his own suicidal impulses, avoiding 

the fate of Titus for whom things had to be actually experienced. Brill registers an ethical duty to 

the real in his fiction and before he ends Brick‘s story in a hail of bullets, he explains that ―I feel I 

would be insulting Titus and Katya if I softened the blow‖ (118).   

 Owen Brick ―leaves the world in silence‖ and leaves Brill, after concluding the story, 

―awake, lying in bed and staring into the dark‖ (118).  The relationship between artistic 

expression and silence is part of Katya‘s theory about film, that ―Inanimate objects as a means of 

expressing human emotions.  That‘s the language of film.  Only the good directors understand 

how to do it, but Renoir, De Sica, and Ray are three of the best, aren‘t they?‖ (16).  At the 

conclusion of the novel, Brill recounts the video that documents Titus‘s execution – itself as ―une 

nature morte‖ or still life, a depiction of inanimate objects – and notes that ―Mercifully, there is 

no sound‖ (175).  The importance of silence and darkness to the novel extend from the lack of 

quotations to mark dialogue as spoken and the fact that most of the scenes occur in complete 
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darkness, like a theatre after the film has ended.  Darkness and silence go hand in hand with 

ekphrasis for the good reason that these are things that literature‘s access to interiority allows it to 

represent without having to mimetically stand in for.  And this is the central role of the ethical 

authorial persona in Auster‘s work: the opposition to the propaganda by deed of terrorist acts that 

rely on the sensationalism and seeming immediacy of hyperreal violence. 

5.4 It Happened Back in ’67: Invisible (2009) 

 As this chapter was being written, Auster‘s novelistic output has continued apace.  I 

began with the central argument that in his post-millennial work Auster has been theorizing the 

role of the author in relation to the politics of his day.  Fortunately, this supposition has been born 

out in a subsequent novel, 2009‘s Invisible.  This work returns to the period with which I began, 

the political climate of the 1960s and tracks the central author figure, Adam Walker, as an 

autobiographical parallel to Auster.  The novel moves from 1967 to 2007, following over the 

course of that forty years the political education of a writer and the curious life of a violent man, 

Rudolf Born, who is embroiled in the shadowy side of global politics.  At its heart is a generative 

moment of violence, in this case a possible murder by Born, and the way Adam Walker navigates 

this and other ethical crises is central. 

 Invisible was favourably reviewed in the literary press.  Kevin Chong in The Globe and 

Mail (2010) saw it as a continuation of Auster‘s interest in contemporary politics, like recent 

novels ―which were critical of the United States in the Bush administration, Invisible is more 

politically engaged than Auster‘s early work. Born‘s violent behaviour and sense of 

exceptionalism are paralleled by his old country‘s involvement in Algeria and his new one‘s 

presence in Vietnam.‖  However, rather than taking the form of a political diatribe, it is, like 

many of Auster‘s novels, narratively complex, a set of nested memoir-like metafictions.  For 
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Chong, ―this kind of narrative juggling is employed to call attention to the relationship between 

the imagination and evil: Every evil deed springs from the idea of it.‖  As I argued was the case in 

Travels in the Scriptorium and Man in the Dark, Auster‘s recent fiction is obsessed by this ethical 

relationship between words and deeds, in a commitment to a conception of authorship that, unlike 

the terrorist novels of the 1990s that bemoaned authorial impotence, sees authors participating in 

the construction of reality.  As Jeff Turrentine in The Washington Post (2009) put it, Auster‘s 

―subject here is the memoirist‘s subjective truth, and his object is to get us thinking about the 

ways in which it is constructed, edited and processed into what we think of as objective reality.‖ 

 To return in closing to Leviathan, there is a distinct homology between this early work 

and Invisible.  Whereas in Leviathan the author Peter Aaron compiled an account of the writer 

turned terrorist Benjamin Sachs, in Invisible, Jim is the author who compiles the life of the failed 

writer Adam Walker and Adam‘s association with the menacing Rudolf Born.  The central 

difference is that Benjamin Sachs is remembered in Peter Aaron‘s story, but Rudolf Born is never 

able to find a ghostwriter to tell the complete story of his eventful life.  This difference highlights 

the defining trait of Auster‘s ethics of authorship in his post-9/11 work; namely, that the 

mediation of the written word still maintains a unique form of authorship that carries with it an 

ethical injunction to represent even the worst acts of political violence and terrorist figures, but 

never on their terms. 
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Chapter 6 

Afterword: “a continual allegory” 

 It is a common form of literary argumentation to suggest that a text allegorizes a 

particular issue of the day.  And yet, few such efforts choose to deal with the serious ambiguities 

involved in using a term like allegory.  In keeping with the historically various use of allegory to 

think about authorship, I have argued over the course of this project that authorship is constructed 

within the text through the deployment of allegorical techniques.  The main difficulty is that there 

is no real consensus as to what counts as an allegorical technique.  My project works to reconcile 

the seeming incompatibility between text and world that postmodern and poststructuralist notions 

of authorship set in motion.  Allegory has proved useful in this regard, serving a powerful 

mediating function that can be adapted to each author‘s mode of representation.  This flexibility 

comes from a recognition that allegory is not bound by the mimetic correspondence between text 

and pretext, but is rather a mode that can encompass a variety of potential rhetorical techniques.  

 And yet, by working with American authors and a particular national cultural imaginary, 

I have necessarily assessed the degree to which DeLillo, Roth, Powers and Auster are 

representatives of the construction of ―American authorship‖ as opposed to reinventors of a more 

universalizing author function.  Four white male authors is hardly a cross-section of 

contemporary American society.  That being said, no literary study, no matter how well-

intentioned, can hope to really engage with a truly representative sample.  What is important in 

each of these authors‘ work is not who they are per se, but rather the technical ways in which they 

self-reflexively perform that role through their work.  As such, they are ―American authors‖ in 

the context of this study, not by virtue of their citizenship alone, but in the ways they demonstrate 
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the interrelationship between, in this case, the role of terrorism in the national cultural imaginary, 

and the literary mechanisms by which this becomes integrated into representations of authorship. 

 One of the attractions of working through the development of the terrorist novel of the 

1990s into the post-9/11 novel is that this is a historical period defined by a theme or subject of 

interest rather than one that is the product of well-defined efforts at periodization.  Given the 

centrality of the subject of terrorism in the national debate it is not surprising that it should also 

find a prominent place in the literature of the past twenty years.  In a decade‘s time, I think it 

doubtful that an extension of Robert Appelbaum and Alexis Paknadel‘s chart, included in the 

introduction of the project, would continue to extrapolate an ever-increasing number of novels 

with terrorism as their subject.  Terrorism as an object of study has been in vogue before and 

surely will again, but it will not be eternally sustained.  However, in the interval years of the 

1990s and 2000s it has served a particularly useful function for authors.  It has not only provided, 

in the terrorist, an oppositional figure in the culture against which authors can define themselves, 

but it has helped to ground postmodern autobiographical play in the context of serious 

contemporary concerns about ethics and the role of literature.  Just as terrorism threatens the 

security of the nation and its authority, terrorism in these novels stands in for these authors‘ 

anxieties about their own position.  This implied homology between authors and national 

authority is one that this project hints at a number of times, but this explicitly political dimension 

is in no way a central part of my explorations of the subject of authorship.  As I suggest 

throughout this project, these novelists primarily aestheticize the political as opposed to 

espousing particular political ideologies.  This is perhaps unsurprising as any novel that took 

terrorism seriously as its central subject risks lapsing into a kind of polemic uncharacteristic of 

any of the novelists featured here.  In relation to the American political climate, the degree to 
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which any national literature is in cahoots with or any national literature supports  the political 

establishment cannot be defined precisely.  What each of the novels covered in this project 

illustrates is a pervasive or widespread unease about America‘s role as the world‘s lone 

superpower.  It is perhaps for this reason that each novel exhibits a desire for independence from 

within the culture, always looking to the margins, which are often represented by the Middle East.     

 Defining my approach to thinking the context of what some call the beginning of the 

post-postmodern period, or the period just after postmodernism, by looking at the mutually 

confirming allegories of terrorism and authorship nicely cordons off a short period of recent 

history without making sweeping claims about it.  It is possible that the dissatisfaction that some 

scholars and critics have with postmodernism as a period is part of a broader unease with the very 

notion of thinking in terms of historical periods.  This, of course, is an unease that postmodernism 

helped to bring about with its questioning of the tendency toward writing grand narratives.  

Perhaps the solution to the contemporary problem of periodization is to stop asking ―are we there 

yet?‖  History is not a road trip and so, particularly for literary studies, it might be useful to think 

about historical context on a micro level.  Literary studies can afford to be more leisurely, the 

decades any given study may choose to wander across is ultimately bounded by the subject at 

hand and not the overriding historical ―isms‖ it may traverse.  The periodizing impulse has value 

and this project‘s relationship to postmodernism acknowledges that, but when working on the 

borderline between periods it is important to be open to the possibilities inherent in any 

transitional time and not to be constricted by set ideas about the recent past or ambitious 

formulations seeking to characterize the present.   

 Another theme that winds through this project and uses the same historical trail marks is 

the role of technology in fundamentally altering our relationship to models of authority and the 
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changing media of the written word.  Only twenty years ago we could talk about the CNN 

Moment and the introduction of ―total television‖ with the 24/7 news cycle as representing a 

fundamental shift in the way that we relate to forms of media authority.  This model has since 

undergone yet another sea change.   

 In a Toronto Star guest editorial piece on February 4
th
, 2011, Al Jazeera executive Tony 

Burman wrote about what he called the ―Al Jazeera Moment,‖ referring to the Doha, Qatar based 

satellite television channels landmark coverage of the uprisings in the Middle East and North 

Africa, particularly the revolution in Egypt.  What Burman, who was clearly writing to promote 

the expansion of access to Al Jazeera by North American satellite television providers, missed 

was that Al Jazeera‘s moment represented more than the rise to prominence of a new global news 

network.  Rather, what Al Jazeera captured in its coverage of what came to be known as the 

twitter and facebook revolutions was more than the diffusion of dictatorial authority through 

popular revolt.  Unlike the technological mediation of authorship in Powers or during the CNN 

moment, these forms of social networking promote the democratization of authorship and the 

dissolution of mainstream media authorities.  What is occurring is a fundamental change in the 

way that authorship is constructed through technological mediation.   

 Part of the historical trajectory traced by the novels covered in this project could, 

retrospectively, be seen a movement from the CNN Moment to the Al Jazeera Moment.  As I 

suggested in the chapter on Don DeLillo‘s work, the CNN Moment was partly about the way that 

the exhaustive coverage of crises at times demonstrates a slippage between older, objective forms 

of news gathering, and the viewers co-experience of the event with the relatable television 

personality.  It is the same play of authority in the terrorist novels I examine, in literary authors‘ 

playful elusiveness regarding readers‘ access to the authority of the work they produce but do not 



 

212 

 

necessarily control.  At the risk of indulging in some hasty periodization myself, I trace the shift 

from the effect of audience on author to the effect of author on audience in pre and post-9/11 

novels.  In other words, the figuration of authorship in the novels of DeLillo, Roth and Powers 

shows the author to be under threat, compromised by his incorporation into systems of publicity.  

These novels are about the ways that the perceived audience for a work necessarily imposes itself 

on the author‘s construction of his or her role.  Whether this characterization, based on a 

particular constellation of novels that use terrorism to explore constructions of authorship, is 

representative of a broader cultural shift will only become clear when enough time has passed to 

come to some level of consensus about the characteristics of the literature and culture of the 

1990s and 2000s.   

 The ethical responsibility of the post-9/11 novel illustrates a fundamental change in this 

relationship between author and audience.  The author is but one of many filters of the world and 

it is the duty of the author to decide how much reality a novel can bear, particularly when dealing 

with traumatic events.  This is as much the case for Auster‘s more experimental novels as it is for 

the more stolidly realist novels that characterize the contemporary American novel (Kunkel 

―Letter to Norway‖).  Al Jazeera, acting oftentimes as a forum for uploaded content from social 

media websites, enacts the same kind of ethical filtering process.  It no just creates a version of 

reality as CNN did in their at times heavily produced coverage of the Gulf War, but producing the 

authorial profiles of their audience‘s contributions in the ways that the network broadcasts in the 

shape of contributors‘ footage, tweets and other comments.  Roland Barthes understood that 

poststructuralist models of polysemousness only function when the closure of authorial intention 

has been overcome.  The present situation, with its privileging of audiences who both consume 
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and contribute, suggests a far more complex situation that will require an increasingly nuanced 

conception of what authorship means in both literary works and in the culture at large.  

 Recently, this change in contemporary conceptions and cultural practices regarding the 

divides between fiction and non-fiction, life and art, autobiography and fictional personas has 

moved out of a purely academic context and into the literary press.  David Shields‘s 2010 

provocation, Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, made this case through a work made up of a numbered 

list of quotations, aphorisms and ruminations about these issues.  Shields looks back in his 

chapter on personas, as this project did in the introductory chapter, to Romanticism.  Number 498 

reads: ―A man‘s life of any worth is a continual allegory.‖  Shields, in his own afterword, 

explains that  

[t]his book contains hundreds of quotations that go unacknowledged in the body of the 

text. […] A major focus of Reality Hunger is appropriation and plagiarism and what 

these terms mean. […] However, Random House lawyers determined that it was 

necessary for me to provide a complete list of citations. […] If you would like to restore 

this book to the form in which I intended it to be read, simply grab a sharp pair of scissors 

or a razor blade or a box cutter and remove pages 210-218 […] Stop; don‘t read any 

farther. (209) 

In the invocation of the law and the command to the reader to stop reading, Shields‘s injunction 

recalls the interplay between the word and the law in Philip Roth‘s Operation Shylock.  Roth‘s 

book has already made the decision to remove the offending materials.  The ambiguities in 

Operation Shylock, legally or otherwise, are fixed prior to the reading process.  Roth has to 

consider in advance the effect on potential readers and builds this influence into the work.  

Shields here is clearly more provocative, making the book a venue that can accommodate the 
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production of two different texts; one with and one without the citations page.  He even alludes to 

terrorism (that box cutter), in goading the reader into performing a violent act on the book.  The 

author here conditions the audience by allowing them to participate provisionally in the act of 

authorship.  Shields‘s entreaty to participate recalls Angus Fletcher‘s work from 1964 on allegory 

where he concludes, ―At the heart of any allegory will be found this conflict of authorities‖ (22).  

If this holds for Shields‘s Reality Hunger, I wonder how many readers chose to exercise authority 

over the book, cutting the pages out and never learning the sources of the quotations, and how 

many chose to disobey the author by leaving the citations in and the work complete?  Will 

readers‘ willingness to do so change?  To chart the evolution of authorship, this project has been 

invested in these sorts of questions about the allegorical relationship between texts and among 

texts, pretexts, and contexts.

For those interested, the author of the words ―A man‘s life of any worth is a continual 

allegory,‖ is John Keats. 

My copy is complete. 
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