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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Among contemporary novelists, there is none who so 

self-consciously examines the social, or cultural, rhetorics 

of the mid- and late-twentieth century as does Don DeLillo. 

What makes his fiction so interesting to a student of 

rhetoric is the way in which he examines in that fiction 

these varying cultural rhetorics and their effects on the 

behaviors of his characters, in ways that parallel the 

theoretical examinations, or re-examinations, of the social 

nature of rhetoric by numerous rhetoricians of the twentieth 

century. As Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen writes: 

All depends on what is meant by "rhetoric." Defined 
as the theory of tropes or of figures of speech, 
rhetoric undoubtedly died in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Roland Barthes, Gerard Genette, Ricoeur, and 
Tzvetan Todorov have all variously written out its 
death certificate by imputing what they see as 
rhetoric's two-thousand-year decline to a progressive 
restriction of its range and objectives •••• 

To say that rhetoric is dead by restriction, 
however, is also to say that only restricted rhetoric 
is dead. Nothing prevents one part or another of 
ancient rhetoric-in-general from surviving, reviving, 
or simply prospering under another name •••• To 
discover present-day relatives of ancient rhetoric, we 
need not invoke specialized research on "speech acts" 
or on the "pragmatics of communication," both attentive 
to the active and operant value of language. It 
suffices to think of the modern techniques of mass 
communication, whether advertising or political 
propaganda. Our "mediatized" societies, however 
different from Sicilian or Athenian democracies, are 
nonetheless similarly regulated by a rhetorical 
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politics centered on the persuasive power of the 
probable and of popular opinion, of eikos and endoxa. 
Given the phenomenon of the mass media, how can we 
doubt that rhetoric is alive and well in the heart of 
our societies? Our very lives, both public and 
private, tend to turn (or to return) to rhetoric, to 
pure "commonplace.• (127-28) 

Borch-Jacobsen points here to a general theoretical 

expansion of the notion of social rhetoric in this century; 

Don DeLillo's fiction examines the impact of such broad 

social and cultural rhetorics on the behaviors and 

psychologies of his characters. 
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The twentieth century has seen a resurgence of interest 

in rhetoric, with scholars building on, reinterpreting, 

expanding, and asserting the importance of rhetoric as a 

social tool to human communications as they take place 

today. In his comprehensive article entitled "Rhetoric," 

Stanley Fish writes: 

The full story of rhetoric's twentieth-century 
resurgence would boast among its cast of characters: 
Kenneth Burke, whose •dramatism• anticipates so much of 
what is considered avant-garde today; Wayne Booth, 
whose The Rhetoric of Fiction was so important in 
legitimizing the rhetorical analysis of the novel; 
Mikhail Bahktin, whose contrast of monologic to 
dialogic and heteroglossic discourse sums up so many 
strands in the rhetorical tradition; Roland Barthes, 
who in the concept of "jouissance• makes a 
(non)constitutive principle of the tendency of rhetoric 
to resist closure and extend play • • • (220) 

Fish goes on to list other important contributors in the 

field of rhetorical study, but the four just mentioned are 

those most nearly relevant to my approach in this thesis 



because they define the broad kind of rhetoric which is 

found within the fiction of Don DeLillo. 
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Kenneth Burke has had the greatest impact on the study 

of rhetoric during this century by broadening its scope. Be 

believes that discourse of all kinds seeks to motivate 

people in some way, and thus sees all discourse as 

rhetorical, seeking out its meanings through its intentions 

and effects. In The Rhetorical Tradition, Patricia Bizzell 

and Bruce Herzberg say of Kenneth Burke's work: 

For Burke, reflecting on the persuasions of Bitler, the 
slogans of propagandists on both sides during World War 
II, and the blandishments of advertisers in the postwar 
boom, rhetoric must also investigate the symbolic means 
of ideological identification that can both create 
cohesion within a community and maintain divisions 
between communities. (900) 

Burke does not, however, limit his idea of rhetoric to that 

which is communicated linguistically. In A Rhetoric of 

Motives, he enlarges the scope of rhetoric to include all of 

the "symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that 

by nature respond to symbols" (43). Burke contrasts what he 

believes to be the modern version of rhetoric with that of 

the old: 

The key term for the old rhetoric was "persuasion .. and 
its stress was upon deliberate design. The key term 
for the "new" rhetoric would be "identification,• which 
can include a partially "unconscious" factor in appeal. 
"Identification" at its simplest is also a deliberative 
device, as when the politician seeks to identify 
himself with his audience. In this respect, its 
equivalents are plentiful in Aristotle's Rhetoric. But 
identification can also be an end, as when people 



earnestly yearn to identify themselves with some group 
or other. Here they are not necessarily being acted 
upon by a conscious external agent, but may be acting 
upon themselves to this end. (Steinmann 63) 

Earlier in A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke had redefined 

"persuasion" as: 

rang[ing] from the bluntest quest of advantage, as in 
sales promotion or propaganda, through courtship, 
social etiquette, education, and the sermon, to a 
"pure• form that delights in the process of appeal for 
itself alone, without ulterior purpose. (xiv) 

Burke, who sees rhetoric, using symbols of all kinds, 

verbal or otherwise, as the means by which humans act out 

the "drama" of life, considers even styles of clothing, for 
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example, as offering us a general rhetorical system, in that 

clothing symbolizes social distinctions which are thus open 

to a rhetorical analysis. Roland Barthes, in his book The 

Fashion System, provides an example of such an analysis. 

Under the rubric of semiotics, Barthes has also pursued a 

sense of rhetoric that includes nonlinguistic symbol 

systems, believing, along the same lines as Bakhtin, that 

even in natural or physiological situations, meaning is 

always constructed and depends upon the languages one 

speaks. In Mythologies, Barthes examines such activities 

and objects as wrestling, the striptease, wine, steak and 

chips, and Einstein's brain, in an attempt to analyze how 

such things broadly signify in a modern culture. Mikhail 

Bakhtin goes one step further with his belief that even 

natural phenomena such as hunger take on ideological 



s 
meaning. As described by Bizzell and Herzberg, for Bakhtin, 

"[h]unger is not simply a physiological fact, the same in 

all cases, but is interpreted by the hungry person in the 

context of a system of social meanings" (919). 

Don DeLillo's work to date, taken as a whole, reveals a 

clear concern on his part with examining a wide range of 

social or cultural rhetorics and their effects on the 

behaviors and psychologies of his characters. The various 

cultural rhetorics he explores in his novels are just those 

kinds that illustrate the broad scope of the social nature 

of rhetoric as theorized by Burke, Barthes, and others. As 

John Johnston, who writes of the generic difficulties of 

DeLillo's novels says DeLillo's fictions 

define a cultural milieu, or what he calls a 
"particular social and cultural medium." [They are] 
"novels of language" in which kinds of speech, 
especially professional jargons, collide or enter into 
dialogue and contestation. In these terms, DeLillo's 
early novels illustrate Mikhail Bakhtin's theory that 
the novel is less defined by its mimesis than by its 
incorporation of various forms of speech and social 
discourse ••• In DeLillo's fiction, specific 
languages are treated as ordering or intricated with 
specific kinds of behavior, ••• and the psychology 
that attaches to such behavior is treated as an effect 
rather than a cause. (264-65) 

In other words, Johnston is saying about DeLillo's fictive 

language situations what Burke most especially says about 

social rhetorics: that we are created and shaped by the 

rhetorics that surround us; and, again, these rhetorics will 

consist of linguistic as well as non-linguistic symbols. 



The first of DeLillo's novels that I consider, 

Americana, looks specifically at the rhetorics of film, 

television, and business and advertising, and the ways they 

shape the psychology of the character/narrator David Bell. 

Bell finds that each of these different rhetorics comes 

equipped with its own c1j..s~;nct way of-~, wh_!ch 

~onsists of the use of jargons, cliches, quantifiable and 

fac~~al data, and what Bell terms the "g~aytalk~ of 

business--deliberate vagueness and even outright lying. 

Nonlinguistically, Bell finds himself affected by, as well 
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as involved in speaking such rhetorical systems as clothing, 

office decor, and even genetic appearance--the chosen ones 

within this particular rhetorical system being those people 

genetically lucky enough to be considered among the 

"beautiful people." 

End Zone, the second of DeLillo's novels that I 

consider, explores the languages of "games,N primarily 

football, and secondarily modern nuclear warfare. For 

spectators and players alike, the language of a game like 

football does more than merely entertain; it comforts us by 

producing anillusion of order, with its many rules and its 

strict temporal and physical boundaries on the field of 

play. For the players, this apparent sense of order and 

security becomes even more exaggerated through the extremely 

structured lifestyle and daily practice routines they 

undergo, through the exact and precise language of the plays 



and strategies they must follow, and through the concrete 

sense of hierarchy the game produces, which leaves all 

decisions to be made in the hands of the coaches. The 

language of modern warfare, which has become an obsession ----- ---~ ~- -~ ·--. 

that narrator Gary Harkness cannot understand is 

intentionally deceptive as it tries to hide the actual 

ramifications that would result if this "game" were to be 

actually played out. Its innate deceptiveness results from 

a modern terminology that consists of technically-oriented, 

non-humanistic words and images. Gary finds that those who 

speak this language often enough, like the Air Force ROTC 
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commander Major Staley, come to see warfare itself as merely 

a game, and to forget that it kills and destroys. 

In the final novel I discuss, White Noise, DeLillo 

explores the rhetorical power of the mass medi~, of the -
world .. Q~- te.C?.AnoJ.cgy, and of .. institutions a~d syst~ms ot 

_ a~~ty! Here, the narrator, Jack Gladney, a college 

professor, shows just how willing people are to trust in 

those systems whose rhetorics promise to extend life, to 

ward off death. Again, as in End Zone, the narrator seems 

to come to the conclusion that the sense of security one 

feels in such rhetorics is merely illusory. For example, 

the media promises to deliver to us all relevant 

information, but in the process prioritizes quantity over 

quality; the information it provides is most often 

fragmented, overly-simplified, always changing, and usually, 
'·. 
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as we see too in Americana, merely used as a means of 

advancing American consumerism. The rhetoric of technology, 

as well as that of systems of authority, consists of the 

kind of evasive "state-created terminologies" that we saw in 

the modern language of warfare in End Zone. The "quick-fix" 

mentality of those who create and promote modern technology 

is a mindset that quickly spreads, through the media, into 

mainstream consciousness. The rhetoric of authority, the 

purpose of which is to convey to people a sense of structure 

and secur,ity, is meant to ward off chaos as well as organize 

corrective action in times of actual crisis, but most often 

consists instead of overly-complex instructions and one

sided channels of communication. 

DeLillo's other novels examine such cultural rhetorics 

as those of the language of fame (Great Jones Street), 

various sciences and especially mathematics (Ratner's Star), 

terrorism and the world of Wall Street (Players), and 

political paranoia in general (Libra). In each of these 

novels, the main characters, who are often also the 

narrators, find that they become closely identified with 

some rhetorical agent or agenda, of the kind that Kenneth 

Burke speaks about. Sometimes they are acted upon by the 

rhetoric of the agent; other times, they have begun, 

unconsciously, to act upon themselves in a desperate attempt 

to identify with something larger, as David Bell does with 

the rhetorics of television, film, and business. 



I have spoken briefly of the theoretical precedents 

that have produced what we now refer to as rhetoric, and I 

have explained how various modern-day rhetorics play an 

important part in the work of Don DeLillo. Logically then, 

the next step might be to ask whether one's knowing about, 

understanding, and analyzing the rhetorics that surrounds 

one can result in action or activity of any social 

significance. This question in itself fuels an ongoing 

debate by scholars who are interested in the function of 

various languages, in rhetoric in general. Stanley Fish 

outlines the two basic camps of thought: those who analyze 

rhetoric simply for the sake of understanding its operating 

more completely, and those who believe that such analysis 

can and necessarily should lead to pragm~~i_c ~C?tion for the 

sake of society. In the first camp Fish mentions are many 
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of the deconstructionists who follow and move forth from the 

work of Jacques Derrida: 

Derridean deconstruction does not uncover the 
operations of rhetoric in order to reach the Truth; 
rather it continually uncovers the truth of rhetorical 
operations, the truth that all operations, including 
the operation of deconstruction itself, are rhetorical. 
(215) 

And although there are those who believe that the work of 

the deconstructionists leads to •the loosening or weakening 

of the structures of domination and oppression that now hold 

us captive• (217), other scholars feel that this kind of 

rhetorical analysis is incomplete, overly self-conscious in 
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the name of self-consciousness, and even morally wrong in 

that it seems to end only wi~~.the analysis itself. Stanley 

Fish tells us that these scholars believe that •the 

discovery (or rediscovery) that all discourse and therefore 

all knowledge is rhetorical leads, or should lead, to the 

adoption of a method by which the dangers of rhetoric can be 

at least m~~igated and perhaps extirpated• (217). In 

Literary Theory: An Introduction, Terry Eagleton sees the 

field of rhetorical study as being one of the most important 

for the future: 

Let us try to concretize it a little by asking how the 
reinvention of rhetoric that I have proposed (though it 
might equally as well be called "discourse theory" or 
•cultural studies" or whatever) might contribute to 
making us all better people. Discourses, sign-systems 
and signifying practices of all kinds, from film and 
television to fiction and the languages of natural 
science, produce effects, shape forms of consciousness 
and unconsciousness, which are closely related to the 
maintenance or transformation of our existing systems 
of power. They are thus closely related to what it 
means to be a person. Indeed "ideology• can be taken 
to indicate no more than this connection--the link or 
nexus between discourses and power. Once we have seen 
this, then the questions of theory and method may be 
allowed to appear in a new light. It is not a matter 
of starting from certain theoretical or methodological 
problems: it is a matter of starting from what we want 
to do, and then seeing which methods and theories will 
best help us to achieve these ends. (210) 

In his article, Fish summarizes this kind of pragmatic 

rhetorical analysis that Eagleton, Robert Gordon (whose own 

work analyzes the rhetoric of the legal system), and others 

prescribe: 
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The claim, in short, is that the radically rhetorical 
insight of Nietzschean/Derridean thought can do radical 
political work; becoming aware that everything is 
rhetorical is the first step in countering the power of 
rhetoric and liberating us from its force. (217-18) 

As we look closely at Don DeLillo's novels, we see that 

just such an analysis of rhetoric--cultural rhetoric--is 

taking place, an analysis carried out by his narrators, who 

are intelligent but nevertheless "common• men. The three 

novels I consider in this thesis are all written in the 

first person, and the narrator of each one is acutely aware 

of what goes into a rhetorical system and of how these 

rhetorics come to shape him. Each narrator seems to believe 

that if he can only understand better these rhetorics, he 

will then be able to understand better himself. In 

Rhetorical Dimensions of Popular Culture, Barry Brummett 

says that "[p]eople need to see their engagement with 

popular culture as participation in rhetorical struggles 

over who they are and how the world will be made• (xxi). 

Fish would label such people--the narrators of DeLillo's 

novels in this caae--as 

••• Rhetorical Man, teeming with roles, situations, 
strategies, interventions, but containing no master 
role, no situation of situations, no strategy for 
outflanking all strategies, no intervention in the 
arena of dispute that does not expand the arena of 
dispute, no neutral point of rationality from the 
vantage point of which the •merely rhetoricalN can be 
identified and held in check. (215) 

But again, does such rhetorical analysis actually 

result in any sort of change for DeLillo's characters? They 
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all seem to believe that their respective mental states, 

their reLations with others, and their decisions about their 
------~ -~ ........... -~ 

lives will all be improved in some way, if they can simply 

come to understand these cultural rhetorics. But I would 

have to say that in these three novels--in Americana, End 

Zone, and White Noise--the narrators do not seem to be able, 

in any significant way, toimprove themselves or their _______ .........---.---- ' 

situations through their z:hetorica~lyse~. At the end of 
~ __ ,_~-·-.. •• # ·-------· 

Americana, David Bell goes back to virtually the same 

situation he began from, back that is to New York, and the 

network, from which he had hoped to escape in order to find 

elsewhere a purer language. And in his account of his 

failed quest written some thirty years later, we find him 

still unfulfilled, and still speaking within the same 

rhetorics (although he now lives on a remote African island) 

that had enmeshed him as a younger man. In End Zone, Gary 

Harkness comes to realize that playing football only seems 

to be an answer to the question of how to play the chaotic 

game of life without rules, but after nearly starving 

himself to death at the end of the narrative, he seems to 

imply that he will, nevertheless, go on to play at least 

another season of football. And finally, Jack Gladney of 

White Noise remains practically unchanged at the end of the 

year during which his narrative takes place, still trapped 

within the consumerism of America, viewing a sunset that had 

been most likely altered by the encompassing technology that 



rules his and others' lives. In other words, in all three 

novels, the analysis of these cultural rhetorics by 

DeLillo's narrators does not seem to have •liberated" them 

in any immediate way. 
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However, the idea of liberation cannot stop here, with 

the end of the narrators' analyses, with the end of each of 

their narratives, because one more point, an important one, 

remains, and is a determining factor in any decision as to 

whether DeLillo's narrators could be said to have been 

liberated in any sense of the word. What I am speaking of 

is the rhetoric of the narrators themselves, as narrators, 

who have decided, for specific reasons, to write--about 

their analyses, about their actions, their introspections, 

their situational interpretations, their dialogues, their 

relationships, about their lives in short. The narrators 

of the three DeLillo novels I examine are all, to use a term 

from Wayne Booth's Rhetoric of Fiction, ·self-conscious 

narrators," aware of themselves as writers, and thus, we 
-- ------~-

must believe that each has decided to write his account for 

some important and specific reason. I would say that 

DeLillo's narrators see the act of writing itself as a 

liberating action in the same way that the female narrator, 

the "handmaid," in Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale 

does. In this novel, the writer escapes from a totalitarian 

government that has overtaken parts of the United States, 

realizing that she can never rescue those she loves and 
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cannot even overcome much of the psychological damage that 

she has incurred, but also that she might ~to liberate 

others (in the way that Eagleton speaks of--politicii~ly) in -------
some unforeseen future, by writing an account of what she 

has gone through. In the same way, DeLillo's narrators seem 

to feel that by simply taking the time to write down an 

account of their own experience of analyzing the cultural 

rhetorics that have seemingly trapped them, they can, in 

some sense, libera~e other;s_, those who take the time to read 

their accounts. And they seem to know that their own 

accounts, their own narratives, will also be rhetorical 

systems themselves. As Stanley Fish writes: 

Whatever reports a particular language (natural or 
artificial) offers us will be the report on the world 
as it is seen from within some particular situation; 
there is no Qtber aperspectival way to see and no 
l~nguage~other than a situatiQQ~~~pendent language--an 
interest~d,- rnetorical language--in which to report. 
( 212) -

And so it goes, one rhetoric speaking of another rhetoric 

speaking • • • 



CHAPTER II 

AMERICANA: THE RHETORICS OF 

BUSINESS, TV, AND FILM 

Don DeLillo's first novel, Americana, gives us David 

Bell--a twenty-eight-year-old, white, upper-middle-class 

American, who is typical of his class, his race, and his 

income level in every way--as both the narrator and the 

protagonist. There is a temporal split between the two 

Bells: as protagonist, Bell is going through an "identity 

crisis• in late 60's-early 70's America; as narrator, Bell 

is trying some thirty years later to come to an 

understanding of the meaning of his life. The narrator Bell 

relates to us how his life has been affected--irrevocably, 

it seems--by the cultural rhetorics of late twentieth

century America, which, by this time of the late bloom of 

the communications revolution, have settled into nothing 

more than empty and profoundly cliched words as ignorant, 

despite their continued rhetorical power, of the needs of 

the people who speak them as they are ignorant of the needs 

of the rest of the world. 

The novel begins when David Bell begins to question the 

validity of his life so far. Bell sets out on a journey to 

discover both himself and, he hopes, an America that must 

be, he feels, different from the one he has known all of his 

life. What he discovers that year in the late 1960's and 
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relates to us many years in the future (possibly as late as 

1999) is that the various rhetorics that are "packaged· and 

sent out through the various media used for mass 

communication--television, the telephone, and the movies-

become so ingrained in our consciousness, that by the time 

we discover, if we do, the falseness, the shallowness of the 

languages we speak, it is too late: we have become products 

of these languages that we have always, whether we know it 

or not, been forced to speak. After such discovery, what 

recourse? Though we cannot escape from such encompassing 

rhetorics, we can, after certain insights, begin to orient 

ourselves more consciously in relation to them. And 

consequences will result from the rhetorics we more 

consciously use and from the rhetorics we choose to ignore 

as best we can. 

As a young man not quite thirty when the novel opens, 

Bell is beginning to realize that he is a mere cliche 

himself, a product of various •americanas." Several times 

in his adult life, because he has the sort of cliched good 

looks found in television and movie actors, strangers are 

sure that Bell •must be somebody,• so they ask him for his 

autograph (12). But even with his •good looks,• which he 

has always valued highly about himself, Bell is described by 

one of his co-workers as only "conventionally handsome• 

(10). As the novel opens, Bell's physical identity, 

reinforced by images from television, the movies, and 



advertising, in fact has come to be, perhaps, his most 

important characteristic. Be says: 
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Physical identity meant a great deal to me when I was 
twenty-eight years old. I had almost the same kind of 
relationship with my mirror that many of my 
contemporaries had with their analysts. When I began 
to wonder who I was, I took the simple step of 
lathering my face and shaving. Zt all became so clear, 
so wonderful. I was blue-eyed David Bell. Obviously 
my life depended on this fact. (10) 

But later Bell will come to see, when he is thinking of 

the many friends his family had and especially of a coming

out party that his parents had thrown for him when he was 

sixteen, that he was just one of a type: 

They were nice people. They had no scars or broken 
noses. They dressed more or less the same. They 
talked the same way and said the same things and I 
didn't know how dull they were or that they were more 
or less interchangeable. I was one of them, after all. 
(182) 

But this insight comes later; why should not Bell have 

grown up thinking about the importance of simple good looks 

and of saying the "same things"? After all, he was the son 

and grandson of two of the advertising business' most 

influential presences; thus the influence of television's 

rhetoric on him was perhaps even more intense. His 

grandfather had become famous by concocting "the greatest 

merchandising gimmick of the decade" (191), and had then 

passed his fortune and his talent down to David's father, 

who had used both it and his grandfather's influence to 

become a top New York advertising executive in his own 
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right. David's father was so dedicated to the business of 

making commercials that he had collected hundreds of reels 

of them, "carefully filed and cross-indexed as to length, 

type of product, audience recall, product identification, 

and a number of other categories• (83). Several nights a 

week, he would view them and make notes in order to "find 

the common threads and nuances of those commercials which 

had achieved high test ratings" (84). As a child, David and 

his sisters spent many nights in the basement of their home, 

watching these commercials with their father. David's 

mother, Ann, however, who represents in the novel a clear 

contrast to David's advertising father, never watched the 

commercials with the family, and after one of their viewing 

occasions, was found upstairs, "a question mark curled on 

the bed" (192). 

Although David's earliest memories of his mother are 

the usual ones of a sense of security, most of his other 

memories of her are not so benign. A feeling of darkness, a 

sense of blackness is often associated with Ann, the 

daughter of a Southern minister, who at the same time as she 

longs for a return of an old and traditional, even a 

literary America, also expresses interests in strange 

dreams, magic, and death. As is often the case with those 

characters in DeLillo's novels who refuse to accept the 

common languages--in this case, the television, advertising, 

and business rhetorics of her husband--Ann goes mad. As 
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David remembers, she does so with frequent, yet 

unpredictable withdrawals into silence, or by offering 

equally unpredictable arguments, by moving back and forth 

between "pedantic flurries" and senseless rages (132). Tom 

LeClair, author of In the Loop, the first book-length study 

of DeLillo's fiction, believes that although Ann's madness 

has some of its pathological roots in her childhood, where a 

pattern of abandonment through death emerged, it also seems 

to LeClair to be "produced by the collision of values in her 

marriage, as her moral, religious, and aesthetic 'tradition' 

of substantial selfhood is overpowered by the new, 

commercial, 'move the merch' pragmatism of her fake 

aristocratic husband" (41). 

Even though David continues to try to remain close to 

the mother he so closely resembles physically, he ultimately 

decides to follow his pragmatic father's footsteps into the 

business world of Americana. Be goes to college, an "arty• 

private university out west, where he majors in film, 

perhaps, consciously or unconsciously, to prepare himself to 

follow in his father's and grandfather's footsteps, to 

prepare himself for making those "twenty-second art films"-

television commercials (258). He tells us, however, 

cynically, that college is a place that prepares you for 

"the start of job, mate, child, desk, drink, sit, squat, 

quiver, die,• the whole process beginning just months after 

graduation (167). And as one of his college film 



20 

assignments, he chooses to make "a forty-five-minute film 

about underwear," which, while obviously longer than the 

usual commercial, takes as its subject one of television's 

staple consumer goods (31). However much David tries to 

maintain a sense of irony, or perhaps only cynicism, with 

respect to the rhetorics which envelop h~, they usually 

enter his film product at school. And his later actions are 

what count most perhaps, as he goes to work for a television 

network. 

Still, as we have seen, David, bored with his network 

job, will leave on a journey across America, to try to film 

a true America. It will be film he turns to, to try to come 

up with a more meaningful media rhetoric than television 

offers. It is in college that David first begins actively 

to speak the rhetoric of film, partly because it seems to be 

a useful way for explaining, for framing his own empty, 

meaningless life in terms of the idealism and romanticism of 

"the cinema," and partly because it seems to form for him a 

sort of synthesis, a compromise between the contrasting 

values represented to him by his mother and his father. And 

so in college he makes "art" films, though later, as his 

job, he will put his rhetorical abilities to use in network 

television. He cannot keep these two realms separate. In 

the novel's present time, during his journey to find 

himself, and America, when one of David's traveling 

companions asks him what he knows about making movies, he 



21 

replies, "I've spent twenty-eight years in the movies" 

(260). 

As early as his time in college, Bell begins to realize 

that people are actually drawn to a movie camera, that Mauch 

is the prestige of the camera, its almost religious 

authority, its hypnotic power to command reverence from 

subject and bystander alike" (85). He tells us that 

"perhaps they regarded the lens as history. What the 

machine accepts is verifiably existent; all else is unborn 

or worse" (4). Once, on his journey, parked in a 

supermarket parking lot, Bell points his camera at a group 

of shopping women but only pretends to be filming them: 

One of them saw me and immediately nudged her companion 
but without taking her eyes off the camera. They 
waved. They seemed supremely happy. Maybe they sensed 
that they were waving at themselves, waving in the hope 
that someday if evidence is demanded of their passage 
through time, demanded by their own doubts, a moment 
might be recalled when they stood in a dazzling plaza 
in the sun and were registered on the transparent 
plastic ribbon; and thirty years away, on that day when 
proof is needed, it could be hoped that their film is 
being projected on a screen somewhere, and there they 
stand, verified, in chemical reincarnation, waving at 
their own old age, smiling their reassurance to the 
decades, a race of eternal pilgrims in a marketplace in 
the dusty sunlight, seven arms extended in a fabulous 
salute to the forgetfulness of being. What better 
proof (if proof is ever needed) that they have truly 
been alive? Their happiness, I think, was made of 
this, the anticipation of incontestable evidence, and 
had nothing to do with the present moment, which would 
pass with all the others into whatever is the opposite 
of eternity. I pretended to keep shooting, gathering 
their wasted light, letting their smiles enter the lens 
and wander the camera-body seeking the magic spool, the 
gelatin which captures the image, the film which 
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threads through the waiting gate. • • • I could not 
help feeling that what I was discovering here was power 
of a sort. (242-43) 

The power that Bell is feeling, despite his ironic 

tone, results from the idea that film seems to offer the 

possibility of making existence real, while television, he 

has already come to see, is only capable of making it seem 

less real. Bell, himself, despite his time at the network, 

continues to hold a sort of reverence for film, and in fact 

describes one of the most religious moments in his life as a 

time when he was a teenager and sneaked out of the house to 

view Burt Lancaster in From Here to Eternity, not once, but 

twice: 

••• for the first time in my life I felt the true power 
of the image. Burt was like a city in which we are all 
living. He was that big. Within the conflux of shadow 
and time, there was room for all of us and I knew I 
must extend myself until the molecules parted and I was 
spliced into the image. (11) 

And indeed Bell does try to splice himself into just 

such larger-than-life images (i.e. cultural rhetorics) by 

always imagining himself to be "speaking• such rhetorics. 

Just out of college, he and his new wife Merry are always 

very conscious of what they wear, matching "certain clothes 

to certain movies" they go to see (33). Very soon, not only 

are they dressing like actors, but imitating as well the 

scenes, the dialogue, and the drama of film. Soon, no 

longer is David content simply with making love to his wife; 

he must first dramatically seduce her, and then, like "Burt 
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and Kirk," get "rough with her," finally smoking "a dramatic 

cigarette," he says, "imagining that we had just finished 

making love to the drum roll of symbolic surf" (30). 

Merry, he says, was "strongly influenced by some of the 

British films of the period," performing unpredictable acts 

and ·quaint harassments,· and wearing hats of all kinds, as 

if they "might encourage a striking new identity to emerge 

from the nave of her skull" (33-34). David tells of a time 

when he and Merry bought flowers from an old woman in 

Central Park: "We stood on the bridge and dropped the 

flowers into the lake, one by one, as the ducks circled in 

the violet haze. It was all there but the soundtrack and I 

could imagine a series of cuts and slow dissolves working in 

Merry ' s mind" ( 3 4 ) • 

David also often speaks using the rhetoric of film and, 

in fact, never completely rids himself of what he calls •the 

new language" (245). Not only does he speak simple film 

jargon, using terms like "jumpcuts," "soft-focus," and "out 

of sync," but he very often describes the past events of his 

life by either comparing them to movie scenes or speaking of 

them as if they might have been actual movie scenes. An 

encounter with a young woman in the bathroom of a Christmas 

party is "like the only bad scene in a very good film or the 

one good scene in a terrible film" (3). People smoke 

cigarettes "like Lauren Bacall" (155) or "like Bogart" (10); 

his sister's shady boyfriend is like the gangster played by 



Richard Conte in Cry of the City (154); he and his sister 

decide that Lee J. Cobb or Paul Muni will star in a film 

biography of the family's lawyer friend (180); and a 

hitchhiker he befriends walks away from the car in "a 

distinctly neo-Chaplinesque finale" (226). 
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David writes that "the movies were giving difficult 

meanings to some of the private moments of my life" (33), 

but after a while, he comes to feel that thinking and 

talking about his life in terms of film does not give it any 

more substance than it had before he began to do so. As 

David then begins to distance himself from not only his 

wife, whom he later divorces, but also from his various 

lovers, he comes to see that the camera creates only an 

optical illusion when it comes to providing a sense of true 

intimacy. He begins to lose any intimate sense of his own 

life. He begins to see through the rhetoric of film, begins 

to see it as a language that first provides a false sense of 

intimacy, and then as a language that underscores the lack 

of intimacy. He might learn something, he thinks, if he can 

learn to manipulate such rhetorics more masterfully. Of 

Austin and Carol, two actors he will later recruit to be in 

the film he is making of his life, he writes that as people, 

he never actually understood them--or even wanted to: 

They were mixed things to me, living people qualified 
(perhaps enlarged) by my own past, by my fantasies, 
mirror-seeking, honors, shames, and by those I loved or 
failed to love. Knowing them too well would have 
confused the issue, and the alter-issue, and the 



issue's bride, and the sister of the issue. And so 
I've tried to set them down as I knew them then, or 
failed to know them. (296) 
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He even comes to feel that "Carol was the best performer in 

the cast because she was the most consistently invisible" as 

a person (297). 

Bell then comes to see that as things stand anyway, 

this rhetoric of film, which has so overtaken his life has 

done more har.m than good, has made his own life even more 

superficial and cliched. Be writes that, "Fellini, master 

of hats and noses, understands the philosophical nature of 

costume. My twenty-eight years in the movies. Making of a 

life so easily made that a hat on the head could become the 

man. The hat wore me• (273). He also comes to see that the 

films he had earlier made, the ones he thought of as 

profound and consequential are actually shallow, and comes 

to know that although it has taken him a long time to see 

how wrong he was, "the camera implies meaning where no 

meaning exists" (272). 

In his own life David Bell, then, has longed for the 

drama, the implied meaningfulness of thematic structure, and 

the explicit beginnings, and endings of cinematic 

productions--that is, the sort of first-person idealization 

that movies tend to depict--but he realizes, even as he goes 

on to examine this rhetoric as he is writing his novel many 

years later, that the rhetoric of cinema does not and will 

never give meaning to his own life. In fact, he had come to 
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realize, through watching his ad-man father, through his 

position at the television network, and through several of 

his more insightful (yet disillusioned) friends, that there 

are few people, including himself, who live within America 

who can rise above even the •third-person" consciousness 

created by the simpler rhetoric of television. 

Bell tells us that just as the camera had seemed to 

•draw• people to it, a television screen does the same 

thing, but in its case, merely to make •armchair dreamers· 

of us (258): 

I looked at the TV screen for a moment and then found 
myself in a chair about a foot away from the set, 
watching intently. I could not tell what was happening 
on the screen and it didn't seem to matter. Sitting 
that close all I could perceive was that meshed effect, 
those stormy motes, but it drew me in and held me as if 
I were an integral part of the set, my molecules mating 
with those millions of dots. (41) 

But it is not television's variations of cinematic 

productions--its sitcoms and docudramas--that draw us in, 

according to Bell. In the film he comes to make in order to 

try to understand his own life, he has his •father• say that 

television merely functions as an •electronic form of 

packaging" because no one in America watches television for 

these programs, but for the commercials. "Programs are not 

interrupted by commercials; exactly the reverse is true• 

(257). Be goes on (in David's script) to tell us that 

successful television commercials affect a viewer by moving 

him from first-person consciousness to third person: 
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In this country there is a universal third person, the 
man we all want to be. Advertising has discovered this 
man. It uses him to express the possibilities open to 
the consumer. To consume in America is not to buy; it 
is to dream. Advertising is the suggestion that the 
dream of entering the third person singular might 
possibly be fulfilled. (257) 

But television, with its commercials, differs from cinema, 

which also incorporates people "we want to be," by never 

becoming "bigger than life.• David's screen father's 

dialogue continues: 

Look, there's no reason why you can't fly Eastern to 
Acapulco and share two solid weeks of sex and adventure 
with a vacationing typist from Iowa City. But 
advertising never claims you can do it with Ava 
Gardner. Only Richard Burton can accomplish that. You 
can change your image but you can't change the image of 
the woman you take to bed. Advertising has 
merchandised this distinction. We have exploited the 
limitation of dreams. It's our greatest achievement. 
(257-58) 

So even David, who understands advertising to the point 

of becoming disgusted by it--disgusted enough eventually to 

quit his network job, and disgusted enough with his 

advertising star of a father that he truly wishes him dead-

he still finds himself trapped in his own use of the 

rhetoric of television. Using television rhetoric, he 

describes his All-American wife, Merry, the only woman with 

whom he really feels comfortable, as both •all milk and 

Wheaties• (28) and "Miss Dairy Products USA" (159). David 

is also attracted to one particular commercial, in which a 

woman is washing her legs with a bar of beauty soap: "One 
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knee out of the water, she slowly guided the soap along her 

calf, then up over her knee and down her thigh as the 

picture drifted into a slow dissolve" (247). So that on two 

separate occasions when talking to women--to his sculptor

friend Sullivan, and to the actress, Carol--he asks them 

about the reality of such an advertising scene. "When you 

wash your legs,• he asks Sullivan, "do you lift one leg way 

up out of the water and sort of scrub it slowly and 

sensually like the models in TV commercials?" (199). She, 

of course, replies "no" to him, and Carol answers by telling 

him he is "going too far" (216). 

These sorts of cliched images that constantly enter 

David's mind (whether he sees them ironically or not), these 

dreams not only of David's but those of the entire viewing 

audience of America--dreams of "entering the third person" 

by wanting to become the symbolic image projected through 

the television--are both false and limited. "Pre-empting 

the truth" has become a standard means of advertising 

products, according to his film father (259), and because we 

are always endeavoring to "improve" ourselves, nearly 

exclusively by "improving" our physical appearances, we have 

become a country that is "toilet-oriented" (233), wanting 

only a certain type of "young healthy gleaming men and 

women" (much like David Bell) to represent us in our dreams 

(260). All this results in a rhetoric inclusive of and 

dependent on prejudice, as we see, also in David's film, 
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when his "father" relates a story about the making of a 

mouthwash commercial which costs as much as the movie 

Cleopatra. When it is finally completed and shown to the 

clients, they turn it down flat, not because it costs so 

much, but "because of the old man standing at the edge of 

the group of extras· in the background, a ·small shrunken 

old man, this Oriental," whom no one knew had gotten into 

the scene. "You want health, happiness, freshness, mouth

appeal," David's father says; "And this sick-looking old 

man is hovering there, this really depressing downbeat 

Oriental" (261). David will tell us later that it is only 

when the Vietnam War is being "aired" that the TV networks 

decide to sponsor "racially integrated" commercials, because 

"[b]alanced programming has always been one of the network's 

chief aims" (270). 

Not only do the television networks limit the types of 

people they wish to serve as representatives to their 

audience, they also feel that it is their duty to limit the 

nature of advertising subject matter. The "on-camera 

appearance of a toilet bowl" is forbidden by David's boss 

because "kids might be watching" (65). And David's father 

speaks of the "anti-image," a representative character 

portrayed in "slice-of-life commercials" which are those 

that "usually deal with the more depressing areas of life-

odors, sores, old age, ugliness, pain" (258). The rationale 

behind this kind of advertising is that the consumer will 
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identify with the anti-image, he says, but this is really a 

mistake, David thinks, because the consumer "identifies only 

with the image. The Marlboro man. Frank Gifford and Bobby 

Hull in their Jantzen bathing suits" (258). Television, the 

prime example and most popular medium of mass communication 

technology, should in theory allow for and thus result in a 

more open and expanding consciousness in its participants 

(both the senders and the receivers) but results instead in 

the very opposite, in a narrowing down of consciousness, 

because of its association with, as David Bell believes, its 

very purpose of fueling the consumerism upon which corporate 

America depends. And as consumers, we accept that narrowing 

down all too easily. In the fi~, in the elder Bell's 

blackest moods, he feels that commercial television "spells 

chaos for all of us," but when David asks him, in the film, 

how he gets over these moods, he answers, "I take a mild and 

gentle Palmolive bath, brush my teeth with Crest, swallow 

two Sominex tablets, and try desperately to fall asleep on 

my Simmons Beautyrest mattress" (261). 

Closely related to the rhetoric of television, to its 

commercialism, is another of the "new languages" David finds 

himself learning to speak, what he calls the "greytalk" of 

the corporate world: saying "not what something meant and 

often not its opposite" (243). And just as he had with the 

other two languages, that of film with its camera and that 

of the television with its screen, David again comes to feel 
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that he is being pulled into this language by means of its 

primary technological medium, the staple "tool" of business, 

the telephone. He describes the feeling as he sits in his 

office one day: 

There were thirty-six small holes in the mouthpiece of 
my telephone. They were arranged in three circles of 
six, twelve, and eighteen holes each. There were only 
six holes in the earpiece. This disparity seemed 
significant but I didn't know exactly why. I felt I 
was being sucked into the telephone. (95) 

In the world of business, David learns (and learns very 

well) that it is not only what one speaks but everything 

else that one does that goes toward making up the 

"graytalk," the language of the corporate. As in the 

rhetoric of television, surface appearances are very 

important and, also as in television, one must never cross 

the boundary of what is standard, what is acceptable. As 

David writes: 

At work I dressed in the established manner, which 
granted, was not without a touch of color, the 
establishment having learned that every color is 
essentially gray as long as everyone is wearing it. So 
I did not hesitate to show up for work in an orange 
tie, but never more orange than the orange others wore. 
(34) 

Another of the appearances that "speaks" for the 

businessman is his office decor, such as the various door 

and sofa colors of the various executives at the network, 

which, David tells us, he had down on paper to study on slow 

afternoons, "trying to find a pattern": 
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I thought there might be a subtle color scheme designed 
by management and based on a man's salary, ability, and 
prospects for advancement or decline ••• There had to be 
a key. If only I could find it. What I would do when 
and if I found it was a question that did not disturb 
me. I would do something. I would change something. 
I would have protection. I would know the riddle. 
(87-88) 

But again, as with dress, a person must never step beyond 

the unwritten boundaries set by management, as we see from 

this incident David relates about his boss at the network, 

Weede Denny, whom he describes as "a master of the office 

arts, specializing in the tactic of reaction•: 

Sometime after I had joined the network, a subordinate 
of Weede's named Rob Claven decided to decorate his 
office with exactly fourteen of his wife's paintings. 
It was a fairly horrifying sight. Weede didn't say a 
word. But a week later a few of us, including Rob 
Claven, went to a meeting in Weede's office. What we 
saw startled us. All the paintings and old schooner 
prints had vanished and in their place was hung a 
single eight-by-twelve-inch reproduction of a detail 
from the Sistine Chapel. The almost bare walls were 
Rob Claven's death sentence. The Michelangelo was the 
dropping of the blade. 

"Death sentences,• distrust, and fear, David writes, 

are all underlying reinforcers in the rhetoric of business, 

which on the surface does not sound so dark and vicious, 

with its empty phrases like •exerting pressure,• and 

"generating heat• by someone's "fair-haired boy" or "his 

people," typed up by "your girl," "at this juncture,• 

"pending final word" of the "sales charts• and "progress 

reports," making "the project,• full of •long- and short

range problems" "germane at this point.• And again, as with 
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television, such cliched phrases play an important part in 

this language, seemingly desensitizing its speakers from 

seeking any real meaning anywhere. Old, tired phrases such 

as "I always go to bat for my people" (70) or "something he 

can sink his teeth into" (73) are as popular with the 

executives as the phrases that mix metaphors, as in weede's 

instructions to "get this thing nailed to the mast before 

any more grass grows under our feet• (69). 

David says that people at work "were always making 

vague invitations" like "let's have lunch some day,• but 

then "that would be the end of him" (16). Or they "were 

always telling other people they had heard good things about 

them as part of the company's unofficial program of 

relentless cordiality" (67). But David has learned, 

beginning with his days in the mailroom, that underneath all 

of this seemingly innocuous language lies a kind of 

"nameless" fear that makes you "believe you are part of a 

horrible experiment" (34). Bell says: 

I learned to distrust those superiors who encouraged 
independent thinking. When you gave it to them, they 
returned it in the form of terror, for they knew that 
ideas, only that, could hasten their obsolescence. 
Management asked for new ideas all the time; memos 
circulated down the echelons, requesting bold and 
challenging concepts. But I learned that new ideas 
could finish you unless you wrapped them in a plastic 
bag. • • • I learned what closed doors meant and that 
friendship was not negotiable currency and how 
important it was to lie even when there was no need to 
lie. Words and meanings were at odds. Words did not 
say what was being said nor even its reverse. I 
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learned to speak a new language and soon mastered the 
special elements of that tongue. (34) 

What seems to be missing from David's job at the 

network, as is the case with the rhetoric that the job 

requires, is any sort of underlying significance: No one 

actually seems to be doing much of anything except competing 

"in terms of power potential, idea smuggling, and sheer 

treachery" (63), which, of course, breed paranoia. David, 

himself, despite his at times ironic detachment, is obsessed 

with knowing the ages of all the executives who are at equal 

rank with his own position, and becomes very nervous if he 

thinks that someone younger than he might be about to pass 

him up. At a party, he tells Sullivan how he feels guilty 

for not being at the office, even though it is late at 

night: 

Everybody's bucking for my job. It's a contest to see 
who stays late. Guy named Reeves Chubb sleeps in his 
office about three nights a week. His desk is full of 
dirty shirts. We don't go in there for a meeting 
unless his secretary sprays the place with air 
freshener. But I'm holding my own. I may even take a 
vacation one of these days. (9) 

But even when he is at the office, with nothing to do, and 

so ends up pitching wadded paper basketballs or building 

paperclip structures, he stays, because it is "too dangerous 

to leave this early" (89). 

Nothing one executive does is really any different from 

what another executive does--from the office affairs, which 

have their own "procedural measures" fundamental to the 
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"maintenance of a successful affair" (37), to the "happy 

hours" which "include one extrovert who was always joking 

with the waiter and who liked to order exotic drinks" (216), 

to even the deaths of the businessmen whose "hearts fail and 

they fall down on the rug" (295). David compares them all, 

including himself, to the level of insignificance of a 

television commercial: 

There were times when I thought all of us at the 
network existed only on videotape. OUr words and 
actions seemed to have a disturbingly elapsed quality. 
We had said and done all these things before and they 
had been frozen for a time, rolled up in little 
laboratory trays to await broadcast and rebroadcast 
when the proper time-slots became available. And there 
was the feeling that somebody's deadly pinky might 
nudge a button and we would all be erased forever • • • 
We seemed to be no more than electronic signals and we 
moved through time and space with the stutter and 
shadowed insanity of a TV commercial. (22) 

But when he tries to compare the executive lifestyle with 

film--"! tried to remember whether Burt or Kirk had ever 

acted in an office film, one of those dull morality tales 

about power plays and timid adulteries" (19)--he realizes 

that corporate rhetoric and its accompanying lifestyle is so 

insignificant as to have never even been considered as 

subject matter for cinema. 

The rhetoric of David's business life begins to spread 

into his personal life and experiences in the guise of two 

of its most significant components: speaking in terms of 

numbers and statistics, and telling lies. Each of these 

techniques decreases the level of significance and lessens 



the power of the intent as an utterance, while increasing 

the degree of stereotyping and the power and importance of 

banality. 

The first of these, numbers and statistics, for.ms an 
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important foundation for the extreme symbolism that business 

rhetoric rests upon. Businesses, in general, do not measure 

success in ter.ms of quality but in ter.ms of quantity. 

Numbers, it seems, like film, imply meaning where there is 

none. David writes: 

America, then as later, was a sanitarium for every 
kind of statistic. We took care of them. We tried to 
understand them. We did what we could to make them 
well. Numbers were important because whatever fears we 
might have had concerning the shattering of our minds 
were largely dispelled by the satisfaction of knowing 
precisely how we were being driven mad, at what decibel 
rating, what mach-ratio, what force of aerodynamic 
drag. So there was a transferred madness, a doubling, 
between the numbers themselves and those who made them 
and cared for them. We needed them badly; there is no 
arguing that point. With numbers we were able to 
conceal doubt. Numbers rendered the present day 
endurable, heralded the impressive excesses of the 
future and stocked with a fine deceptive configuration 
our memories, such as they were, of the past. We were 
all natural scientists. War or peace, we thrived on 
the body-count. (152-53) 

David goes on to write that he recalls how important it was 

for him personally, at the time, "to define a situation, or 

a period of time, with as many numbers as [he] could 

assemble" because they seemed to him "the very valets of 

clarity" (153). So we see David counting all sorts of 

things: the numbers of waterbugs in a bathtub, of 
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Christmas cards lined up on a mantle, and of people at 

parties. And, in fact, even though David is able, in his 

novel (which, remember, is written some thirty years later) 

to analyze it so as, in some sense to stand above or beyond 

the various rhetorics he was virtually born speaking, he 

finds that his consciousness, however heightened by the 

novel's end, has been forever affected by those rhetorics. 

"If I were on my deathbed today," he writes, "and did not 

know the date, my cells would probably refuse to surrender. 

Without a calendar, a stopwatch, a measuring cup on the 

night table, I couldn't possibly know how to die" (153). 

The second of the components of business rhetoric that 

carry over into David's personal life is lying. He begins 

to tell "nothing but lies" to his ex-wife Merry, to whom he 

is still attracted, because, as he writes, lying about 

oneself "was an adventure even more thrilling than the 

linguistic free falls of the network" (57). He goes on to 

say: 

I learned that in an atmosphere of seclusion, intimacy, 
motel-confessional, no lie is too gaudy, no cliche too 
familiar, no sidetrip of the imagination too 
dramatically scenic. I invented case histories rather 
than affairs, improvising my own terminology; the 
stories I told her concerned not women but chapter 
headings--subliminal prostitute, semi-repressed ex
lesbian, nostalgic victim of child-rape. How far we 
had come in our mastery of the therapeutic idiom, our 
acceptance of other people's quaint dementia, was 
indicated by the fact that Meredith, with true textbook 
numbness, reacted to such tales of the clinic with not 
the slightest trace of horror. Enlightenment conquers 
all; we squat in our padded cells sagely nodding. (57) 
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He then provides ten reasons for his lying to Merry, reasons 

which, when summed up, amount basically to the fact that in 

his own boring life, he really has "nothing to tell her in 

the way of troubles, romantic, or otherwise." "The only 

problem I had," he writes, "was that my whole life was a 

lesson in the effects of echoes, that I was living in the 

third person. This would have been hard to explain" (58). 

David's sculptor-friend, Sullivan, describes him as 

both "a loveable cliche" (320), and as "beautiful and sad, 

so squarely in the American tradition" (106). He may even 

be considered a prime example of the effect of being 

surrounded by Americana, exhibiting the symptoms of what 

David, himself, calls "the common malaise" (104), which 

includes profound boredom, a sense of inertia, and a sense 

of complete interchangeability. David is not alone "at the 

top," though; he has many "brothers and sisters whose dreams 

were pitched to the same mad and lovely melodies, whose 

bloodroots mingled in the soil and promise of America" 

(104). But it may be due to the fact that David is such a 

perfect example, with his white, upper-middle-class 

background, with his family's advertising legacy, and with 

his posh job at a television network, that he is finally 

stirred enough to realize that his life is just about as 

empty as empty gets. It is not at all simple in its 

emptiness, however, but is quite complex. He writes: 
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There were many visions in the land, all fragments of 
the exploded dream, and some of the darkest of these 
visions were those processed in triplicate by our 
generals and industrialists • • • Something else was 
left over for the rest of us, or some of the rest of 
us, and it was the dream of the good life, innocent 
enough, simple enough on the surface, beginning for me 
as soon as I could read and continuing through the era 
of the early astronauts •••• It encompassed all those 
things which all people are said to want, materials and 
objects and the shadows they cast, and yet the dream 
had its complexities, its edges of illusion and self
deception, an implication of serio-comic death. To 
achieve an existence almost totally symbolic is less 
simple than mining the buried metals of other countries 
or sending the pilots of your squadron to hang their 
bombs over some illiterate village. And so purity of 
intention, simplicity and all its harvests, these were 
the mightiest of the visionaries, those strong enough 
to confront the larger madness. For the rest of us, 
the true sons of the dream, there was only complexity. 
The dream made no allowance for the truth beneath the 
symbols •••• This was difficult at times. But as a 
boy, and even later, quite a bit later, I believed all 
of it, the institutional messages, the psalms and 
placards, the pictures, the words. Better living 
through chemistry. The Sears, Roebuck catalog, Aunt 
Jemima. All the impulses of all the media were fed 
into the circuitry of my dreams. One thinks of echoes. 
One thinks of an image made in the image and likeness 
of images. It was that complex. (124-25) 

So David, feeling that his life has come to a "complex• 

stalemate, decides to try to find something other than the 

nearly completely fulfilled symbolism exhibited in his own 

life, and to try to seek out a part of America that remains 

yet unscathed. He has been assigned by his network to 

oversee the production of a documentary on an Indian 

reservation, the filming to begin in a couple of weeks, and 

has decided to take some time off and leisurely work his way 

west by automobile, carrying a movie camera with him. He 
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plans is to search for, to seek out and fiLm, the "real" 

America, the America that exists between the two coasts, the 

America not of the television sitcoms, but the America that 

can perhaps ideally be represented only by the language of 

film, of serious film. 

David takes with him on his trip three friends, each of 

whom he respects because none of them speaks any of the "new 

languages" to which he himself has so obviously succumbed. 

The first of these friends is Pike, an old drunk who has 

mastered none of the language of numbers and business and 

who, as the owner of an appliance repair shop, is on the 

verge of bankruptcy. Instead, his own rhetoric is that of 

the symbolic power of animals, not the language of 

domesticated pets (when he barks at a neighborhood dog, it 

ignores him), but of wild animals: tigers, polar bears, and 

cheetahs. Feeling a special bond with one animal in 

particular, Pike's one major dream is to confront a cougar 

face-to-face without any bars between them. "Something 

might happen" in such a case, he says (48). 

The second of David's travelling companions is Bobby 

Brand, a Yale-educated Vietnam veteran turned war-activist 

now living in Maine and writing a novel. Brand, like Bell, 

is trying to "purify" himself, to purify his language, which 

he considers insidious and violent, but his approach to 

doing so is that of making language become "colorless." He 

tells David: 
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My brain needs cleaning out. I think the way I talk. 
The way I'm trying not to talk anymore. You can help 
me get rid of the slang. You have my permission to 
correct me whenever I fall back into the old drug argot 
or military talk. (111) 

Brand believes that if he uses "bland words,• words which 

thus do not arouse "the old instincts," he can keep at bay 

the violence remaining from the war that still creeps into 

his skull at times (240). So Brand, who has been one of 

those pilots who "hang their bombs over some illiterate 

village" (125), is also a victim of the institutional 

languages of America, although he exists on the opposite end 

of the spectrum from David, who says of Brand, to whom he is 

drawn: 

He represented the danger that was lacking in my life, 
real danger, not the plastic stuff available in great 
quantities at the network or the celluloid peril of 
those movie roles with which I challenged the premise 
of my marriage. All the bright young men of Madison 
Avenue searched for some facsimile of danger, some 
black root which might crack the foundation of their 
basic Episcopalianism, and we looked to the milder 
psychedelics ••• We didn't know what our illness was but 
we seemed instinctively to feel that only a trip into 
the swamp of our own beings could cure us. (111-12) 

The third of the friends who accompany David on his 

trip out west is Sullivan, the woman David believes to be 

the "only one" who can "save" him (106); Sullivan is a woman 

of mysterious "oracular statements • • • like those Oriental 

aphorisms which seem to convey a shattering truth while 

remaining stubbornly elusive" (6-7); she is a woman who 

makes David •feel totally inadequate" (7). As a sculptor, 
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Sullivan turns the empty symbology of image inside out by 

pushing her work to the limits in her representation of the 

emptiness of the consumer culture: 

In her own words, everything she did pursued a curve. 
The smoothness of her shapes and the dull blunt colors 
she used seemed to suggest a horrible softness, that of 
slugs or worms, boneless things curling at the edge of 
one's sleep. (105) 

Although Sullivan (Sully) is sexually attractive to David, 

she also represents for him a confident and secure mother-

figure, two qualities--confidence and a sense of security--

nearly always absent in his own unstable mother, Ann. At 

night, David asks Sully to tell him bedtime stories. The 

two she tells are both long and explicit, and though they 

are most likely fictitious tales, they are tales that she 

has prepared in advance, so that in them, unlike in the 

empty and meaningless discourse David engages in, she can at 

least try and get as close to conveying the truth of 

experience as possible. At one point, as she is trying to 

get started on her second story for David, he asks her if 

she has rehearsed it, and she replies: 

In bed at night I often converse with the great 
English-speaking figures of history. I think I can 
admit that to you. I develop philosophies, legends, 
autobiographical notes, small bits of feminine wisdom, 
anecdotes and lies. I present these to someone like 
swift or Blake; then, as Swift or Blake, I comment and 
criticize. It may be only an illusion but my mind 
seems to be at its best just before sleep. I've had 
some brilliant dialogues with myself, I think; or, more 
to the point, with the great figures of the past. So 
your instinct is quite correct. In a sense I've 
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rehearsed this story. In fact I've told it many times, 
refining, editing, polishing, getting nearer and nearer 
the awesome truth. But I have never yet revealed that 
truth. I have never told the whole story, not to 
Coleridge, not to Melville, not to Conrad. (307) 

This second story that she goes on to tell him, with 

allusions to Faulkner and O'Neill, is about her discovery 

that her actual father is her supposed Uncle Malcolm, who 

slept with his Irish-Catholic brother's wife and then left 

her. Such a story would obviously be of interest to a 

character like David Bell, whose relationship with his own 

father is clearly problematic. Like that of many characters 

in literature, David's search for his sense of self is 

connected to his relationship with his father. 

The first story Sully had told David involved a 

"father" of a different sort. Sully tells David, just 

before the start of their trip west, of an interview she had 

with •a wise old holy man of the Oglala Sioux· (115), Black 

Knife, who purportedly refused to talk to Sully until she 

asked him how much things had changed since he was a boy. 

Although Sully's stories seem to differ dramatically from 

each other, they both have the common theme of the depiction 

of the effects of a white, patriarchally-dominated view of 

America, of what LeClair calls "the male soul of America• 

(44). Sully says that "America can be saved only by what 

it's trying to destroy" (244), which, in her first story, 

is, as she has Black Knife say, that unquantifiable life 

that is being destroyed by Americans' overwhelming wish to 



be "efficiency experts, haters of waste" (115). He says 

that in planning "the destruction of all which does not 
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serve the cause of efficiency"--which includes everything 

from forests and gardens to antiquated bridges, houses, and 

churches--we in America are wishing only for "straight lines 

and right angles· (116)--forms, I might point out, that are 

just the opposite of the shapes Sullivan creates in her 

sculptures). "We wish to blast all the fine old things to 

oblivion and replace them with tasteless identical 

structures," Black Knife says; "Boxes of cancer cells. 

Neat gray chambers for meditation and the reading of 

advertisements" (116). 

Sully's Black Knife predicts that American universities 

of the future will consist, also in the name of efficiency, 

of only one small room, which will hold two television sets, 

each facing the other. Shown on one TV will be a videotape 

of the professor, while on the other appears a videotape of 

the entire student body. He goes on to describe it more 

fully: 

The room would be in a small blockhouse at the edge of 
a thirty-six-lane freeway; this proximity would help 
facilitate transmission of electronic equipment. Oh, 
there might be some banners on the wall and maybe a 
plaque or two, but aside from these the only things in 
the room would be the TV sets. At nine o'clock in the 
morning of the first day of classes, a computer would 
turn on the two television sets, which would be facing 
each other. The videotape of the students would then 
watch the videotape of the instructors. Eventually the 
system could be refined so that there would be only one 
university in the whole country. (117-18) 



Black Knife's story concludes with his wish that Americans 

might finally decide to •return to firm land and begin 

again, living off the roots and berries but no 

symbols • • • • ( 118). 
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In one sense, it could be said that Sully's Black Knife 

story helps prepare David for making the fi~ he wants to 

make, a film that will attempt to explain and to consolidate 

things; it will embody •a reaching back for certain things,• 

he says of it, and will speak not in the idealized language 

of big-budgeted, mass-marketed movies, but in a more 

truthful language of film, that which he dubs the language 

of •the anti-movie• (251). •perhaps it wasn't a movie I was 

creating so much as a scroll," he writes, •a delicate bit of 

papyrus that feared discovery. Veterans of the film 

industry would swear the whole thing pre-dated Edison's 

kinetoscope. My answer to them is simple. It takes 

centuries to invent the primitive• (227). What he ends up 

with in his quest for a film language shed of all empty 

symbolism is a film that, when viewed in its entirety, runs 

•nearly a week,• becoming •darker and more silent as it 

progresses" (327). After finally dispensing with sound in 

the film, David then dispenses with even the images of the 

individuals he films, so that they, like the sculptures of 

Sullivan, can be freed from the empty symbology of image. 

•I began to underexpose then,• he writes, •to become even 



more crude, destroying shape and light, attempting to 

dissolve the darkness by entering it fully" (327). 
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The above quotes come in retrospect, from David as 

narrator. But David comments on the language of his fi~ at 

one point while he is still working on it. His friend 

Brand, the novelist, tells David that he is going to take 

the slang out of his novels and replace it with "new forms, 

new modes," possibly even "eliminat[ing] language itself" 

(275). (Later, we learn that the novel he has worked on for 

months, possibly even for years, "the novel that would 

detonate in the gut of America like a fiery bacterial 

bombshell" [110], is composed of nothing but blank pages.) 

During their discussion, David tells Brand that in his fi~ 

he has not "reduced the value of language," but "reinforced 

itu by reducing the movement, "the kind of movement that 

tells a story or creates a harmony.• "I want language to 

evolve from static forms," he tells Brand (275). In a way, 

then, both men are trying finally to become artists, to 

realize the truth about language as well as about the 

language of truth by ridding it of all the expected 

symbologies of beginnings, climaxes, and endings (happy, of 

course); of familiar words, phrases, and slogans (the ones 

that we become as a result of choosing, or of being forced 

to choose, to speak them); and of the standard images (many 

connoting beauty and health, of course, that we must strive 

constantly to attain). 
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When David finally finishes his film, feeling that its 

creation has resulted in some sort of discovery about or 

knowledge of himself, but that he still has failed in some 

fundamental way, he decides to set out even further west by 

himself to try to find, finally, the purer America he still 

believes is out there somewhere ahead of him. But even 

before the first segment of the trip had begun, Sully had 

warned him that he would most likely find nothing. "It's 

just telephone poles stringing together the cities," she had 

told him, which turns out to be exactly what he does find 

(96). Although they may not look as smooth, as suave and 

streamlined as Madison Avenue, even the raw, remote areas of 

the West--of Arizona, New Mexico, and West Texas--are 

nothing different; all have became corrupted in the same way 

as the cities by means of the technology of mass 

communications. In fact, David's descriptions of his short

lived adventures with the Texan Clevenger and his Cadillac, 

of his drunken orgy with Mexican whores at the racing car 

test track, can all be seen as being parallel with aspects 

of his previous New York life. One could even go so far as 

to describe the scenes of David's trip into southwestern 

America, using some of his father's television advertising 

rhetoric, as an "anti-image," in contrast to the more 

symbolically appealing, though still fully corrupted image 

of New York City. 
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Finally, David finds himself on a plane heading back to 

that New York, having failed perhaps in some fundamental way 

to find the America he had sought, though this is not, in 

chronological terms, the last we hear of him. Although we 

are never told just what David did between the years of 1969 

and, most likely, 1999, we do learn, from his narrating 

self's various asides and digressions from the story he is 

telling, that some thirty years after his journey across 

America, he ends up living alone on a seemingly isolated 

island off the coast of Africa (328). And it is from this 

older David Bell, who has just finished writing the novel we 

are reading, that we learn that his grappling with language 

is not yet over. In one sense, we could say that David's 

film project, which he still views regularly on his island, 

was a success. After all, he did wind up with his film, 

with an •anti-movie,• which is very unlike the standard, 

run-of-the-mill films he had so idealized as a youth and had 

helped produce as a network executive. And in doing his 

film, David broke away from the empty, cliched rhetoric of 

which others' films were so often composed. But in several 

other senses, the film was a failure for David. First, it 

did not seem, after all, as much to heal him psychologically 

as he had hoped it would; and second, he comes to realize, 

years later, that his quest to find a more •truthful• 

language through his film has not satisfied him. In that 

both of these failures are connected, David finds himself 
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then, in his future as a writer, close to sixty, still the 

"communications theorist" (53), still searching, perhaps 

futilely, for a more truthful rhetoric. And this time, he 

has turned to writing as a language, and has produced the 

novel we are reading, "the box-shaped equivalent of the 

reels· (327). But as David ·prepare[s] the final pages· of 

the novel, feeling he is •drifting into a coma• (326), he 

realizes that, just as with any for.m of rhetoric, with any 

language, each of which comes with its own set of rules, 

restrictions, and pre-existing, other-imposed notions in the 

name of orderliness, he can never, finally, relay the Truth. 

"We are what we remember,• he says, "inside this black 

clock, more devious than night or fog, determining how we 

see and what we touch at this irreplaceable instant in time" 

(285). David understands that in simply writing his novel, 

he has selectively given it a meaning no one else, even 

someone who might have gone through life side-by-side at all 

times with him, would have given it. Be writes: 

what appears on these pages represents, in its orderly 
proportions, aLmost a delivery from chaos. Too much 
has been forgotten in the name of memory. • • • In 
short, I have not been cunning enough. I have taken 
the middle path, neither heaven nor hell, and no amount 
of self-serving research can persuade me that cunning 
does not grow its sharpest claws at the very extremes 
of consciousness. Not that this work has been 
engineered to no purpose. (326) 

David had tried, in his earlier attempts at ridding 

himself of the empty rhetorics that had been trapping him 
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all his life, not only to do away with such cultures, but 

also to replace them with a truer, more sufficient rhetoric, 

one that would be meaningful at least to him. But he 

realizes, he writes, that "what I was engaged in was merely 

a literary venture, an attempt to find pattern and motive, 

to make of something wild a squeamish thesis on the essence 

of the nation's soul." He goes on to say, however, that 

"even now, writing this, I can impart little of what I saw• 

(330). 

So we come to see, as the older David Bell 

disappointingly does, that finding any ultimate truth in 

language is out of the question. Perhaps we can, however, 

in some way come to choose which rhetorics we prefer to 

grapple with, try to communicate with, and which ones we can 

try our best to ignore. At one point, David writes that if 

he "could index all the hovering memories which announce 

themselves so insistently," he would index them in two broad 

categories: "cooperative and uncooperative": 

Some memories seem content to be isolated units; they 
slip neatly into the proper slots and give no 
indication of continuum. Others, the uncooperative, 
insist on evasion, on camouflage, on dissolving into 
uninvited images. (285) 

At best, our only real decisions, then, can involve the 

attempt to ignore such uninvited, such uncooperative 

rhetorics, those that invade us through the means of mass 

communications technology--like that of television, 

Hollywood, and corporate America--those rhetorics that, 
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like David's uncooperative memories, do not try to seek out 

the truth, but set out to camouflage and evade it with 

their empty symbology. 



CHAPTER III 

END ZONE: THE RHETORICS OF 

FOOTBALL AND WARFARE 

DeLillo's second novel, Bnd Zone, resumes the search 

for a more significant language, picking up where David 

Bell's search in Americana left off, in remote West Texas, 

"in the middle of the middle of nowhere" (30), where another 

narrator/protagonist, Gary Harkness, is hoping to find a 

mere "chance for reason to prevail" (47). 

Gary is a college football player who retreats to Logos 

College in West Texas after having quit the teams at 

Syracuse, Penn State, the University of Miami, and Michigan 

State for a variety of reasons that could all probably be 

termed "existential" in nature. When he gets a call from 

Emmett Creed, the new head coach at Logos, a former big-time 

coach who has fallen from grace but hopes to make a comeback 

in West Texas, Gary decides to try college football one last 

time. 

End Zone, like Americana, again explores the notion of 

cultural rhetorics, and the ways in which we seem to be 

trapped by them, trapped into speaking them, these rhetorics 

that will then affect our choices of behavior and our 

notions of what is and is not acceptable. Finally, these 

cultural rhetorics are highly evasive, seeming on the one 

hand to instill in us a sense of order in an otherwise 
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chaotic existence, while actually providing only an illusion 

of doing so. In End Zone, DeLillo continues examining his 

concern about the frailties of various •languages,• this 

time exploring the rhetoric associated with games and the 

innate sense of orderliness they seem to provide. 

In an interview with Tom LeClair, DeLillo, asked to 

comment on the importance of games in his fiction, replies 

that his interest in them has to do with their •rules and 

boundaries": 

People whose lives are not clearly shaped or marked off 
may feel a deep need for rules of some kind. People 
leading lives of almost total freedom and possibility 
may secretly crave rules and boundaries, some kind of 
control in their lives. Most games are carefully 
structured. They satisfy a sense of order and they 
even have an element of dignity about them. Games 
provide a frame in which we can try to be perfect. 
Within sixty-minute limits or one-hundred yard limits 
or the limits of a board game, we can look for perfect 
moments or perfect structures. In my fiction I think 
this search sometimes turns out to be a cruel delusion. 
(LeClair and McCaffery 81) 

DeLillo has his protagonist Gary Harkness ironically 

describe the "exemplary spectator" of football as •the 

person who understands that sport is a benign illusion, the 

illusion that order is possible• (112). Gary continues: 

It's a form of society that is rat-free and without 
harm to the unborn; that is organized so that everyone 
follows precisely the same rules; that is 
electronically controlled, thus reducing human error 
and benefiting industry; that roots out the inefficient 
and penalizes the guilty; that tends always to move 
toward perfection. (112) 
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And in an article on several of DeLillo's novels, Michael 

Oriard says of End Zone that •[t]he conflict between the 

world and the artificial, ordered world of football is at 

the center of End Zone, and the reader can view the one from 

the ordered perspective of the other• (16). 

So the "end zone" of the title, which literally refers 

to the field area beyond the playing field, which the 

football players must strive to reach in order to win, 

symbolically comes to mean life outside of the boundaries of 

a game, the contemporary, modern game of life, perhaps, 

where modern languages sit in one end zone, and their 

supposedly corresponding referents sit in the opposite end 

zone, separated by the field of play, the field where 

supposed order and its only benign illusion constantly 

interact. DeLillo demonstrates this concept in three main 

ways, which I will go on to explore in detail in this 

chapter: by making a study of the language of games; by 

making the novel itself a game of language study; and by 

making a game of the study of this novel as a genre-novel. 

Although the first point will be discussed throughout 

this entire chapter, it may be useful at this time to 

address it in part by answering the question of just why 

DeLillo has chosen football as the primary game within End 

Zone with which to discuss the problems of language. The 

answer comes in two parts, with the first being that 

football is a game which--as Gary's teammate, Bing Jackmin, 
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thinks--"harks back" to •ancient warriorship," where •cults 

[were] devoted to pagan forms of technology" (36). This 

timeless psychological state of needing to side with others, 

of needing to be devoted to a common denominator for 

determining a sense of order, is what Bing terms "the 

psychomythical· aspect of the seemingly simple game of 

modern football (36), and football to Bing is 

•gladiatorial": "They fatten us up and then put us in the 

arena together," he says. "They train us to kill, more or 

less" (63). Gary himself, wearing a smudge of lampblack 

under each eye, finds he "liked the idea of painting 

[him]self in a barbaric manner before going forth to battle 

in mud" (41). But DeLillo will have another character, the 

young professor Alan Zapalac, "reject the notion of football 

as warfare." "Warfare is warfare," Zapalac says; "We don't 

need substitutes because we've got the real thing" (164). 

Yet, in typical DeLillo fashion, we, through Gary, come to 

see that, in actuality, there is not, in modern warfare the 

same kind of camaraderie once found in historical wars 

because, as Major Staley, the school's Air Force ROTC 

commander, tells Gary, "Today we can say that war is a test 

of opposing technologies," and that "few men go off and 

fight" in order to prove manhood. "We prove ourselves, our 

manhood, in other ways," Major Staley says, "in making 

money, in skydiving, in hunting mountain lions with bow and 

arrow, in acquiring power of one kind or another" (83). But 
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we could say that football as a game does seem to fulfill 

some inner sense of social order through comraderie, through 

physical contact, and through violence. At one point, as 

Gary is resting on the sidelines after an especially violent 

set of plays against his team's central rival, Centrex, he 

replies to his teammate Jeffrey, who asks him about his 

injured hand: 

"I'm feeling happy," I said. "Look at the arc 
lights, the crowd •••• Existence without anxiety. 
Happiness. Knowing your body. Understanding the real 
needs of man. The real needs, Jeffrey." 

"I just meant your hand. It's all gouged up." 
"The universe was born in violence. Stars die 

violently. Elements are created out of cosmic 
violence.• (121) 

The second part of the answer to why DeLillo uses 

football as the central game with which to explore language 

is the more important, because it distinguishes football as 

a game from any number of other games which might also be 

characterized as fulfilling "psychomythical" needs. But 

football, it seems, most suits DeLillo's purposes because it 

not only does that, but is exemplary as well, as a game of 

"systems," all of which are based in language. Coach Creed 

tells Gary: 

Football is a complex of systems. It's like no other 
sport. When the game is played properly, it's an 
interlocking of a number of systems. The individual. 
The small cluster he's a part of. The larger unit, the 
eleven •••• There's a sense of order even at the end 
of a running play with bodies strewn everywhere. When 
the systems interlock, there's a satisfaction to the 
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game that can't be duplicated. There's a harmony. 
(199) 

what allows for this harmony, of course, is the 
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existence of a common •language• learned by the team 

members, which I will discuss at greater length later on. 

But what also makes football the perfect game through which 

to explore notions of language with readers of a serious 

novel--who, at best, are only spectators of the sport, who, 

by and large, have not played the game and who at worst are 

not even spectators, but who still are aware of football--is 

the cultural rhetoric that goes forth and makes football the 

immensely popular spectator sport it has become. •[I]t's 

details [the spectator] needs--impressions, colors, 

statistics, patterns, mysteries, numbers, idioms, symbols," 

Gary tells the reader. He continues: 

Football, more than other sports, fulfills this need 
(for details]. It is the one sport guided by language, 
by the word signal, the snap number, the color code, 
the play name. The spectator's pleasure, when not 
derived from the action itself, evolves from a notion 
of the game's unique organic nature. Here is not just 
order but civilization. And part of the spectator's 
need is to sort the many levels of material: to allot, 
to compress, to catalogue. (112) 

The second way in which DeLillo explores language as a 

system and its inherent problems is by making the novel 

itself a game of sorts for the reader, by •teaming up• both 

style and theme. We get a sense of this, perhaps, on the 

very first page as DeLillo sportively warns the reader, 

"double metaphor coming up• (3). He often does this--
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combine style and theme in his own language--through the 

ways he uses his characters, especially the minor ones who 

are often criticized for being "underdeveloped," but whose 

purposes in DeLillo's fiction are often broadly symbolic; 

DeLillo himself says that many of his characters are merely 

"pieces of jargon" who "engage in wars of jargon with each 

other" (81). For this reason, their names and the names of 

the places and things with which they are associated are 

often allegorical. For example, Gary Harkness "harks back" 

in his quest for a more pure form of football; Coach Creed 

conveys an almost religious quality to his style of 

football; Gary's teammate Larry Nix "blames [his nihilistic 

characteristics] on his name" (203). Gary's friends, the 

twin sisters Esther and Vera Chalk argue about Vera's name, 

which was their mother's name also; Vera, who says that she 

hates her name, tells Esther, "You're the Vera. You're more 

her than me" (102). And then there is Logos College, where 

Gary plays for Coach Creed, founded by a mute, the late Mr. 

Tom Wade. 

DeLillo also has his characters continuously act on, 

exercise, and wrestle with words. Gary and Myna, his 

girlfriend-of-sorts, read words from the dictionary to each 

other, as "ways of touching,• and the words make them "want 

to speak with hands" (217). Vera and Esther argue again, 

this time over the word "ecstatic," which Esther hates and 

doesn't want ever to be used in conversation (227). At 
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another point, the twins tell Gary, who is ambivalent about 

Myna's sudden weight loss, not to hide behind words: "Don't 

use words,• Esther says; "Either you like her this way or 

you don't. You can't get out of it with words" (229). Gary 

himself attempts to learn a new word each day to add to his 

vocabulary, while his roommate Anatole Bloomberg is trying, 

as was Bobby Brand in Americana, to remake his own speech. 

And finally, offering as an example of both the sorts of 

gaming techniques he uses, DeLillo has his character Wally 

Pippich, a sports information director hired by the team, 

create the publicity campaign he devises by using "a little 

word-play. A thing with letters," which is called "The T 

and G backfield. Taft and Gary. Touch and Go. Thunder and 

Gore" (151). 

The third way in which DeLillo explores notions of 

"language" in End Zone is by making a game of the study of 

the novel as a genre novel. In a way, all of DeLillo's 

novels transcend the boundaries of what are thought to be 

acceptable characteristics of the genre novels his fiction 

often models itself on. John Johnston, in his article on 

"Generic Difficulties in the Novels of Don DeLillo," states 

that "what is especially remarkable about these novels is 

that in each the subject matter or content normally 

associated with conventional or popular forms of the novel 

is crossed or overlaps with at least one other kind of 

content" (262). He goes on to say that the result is that 
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"conventional expectations are short-circuited and attention 

[is] directed elsewhere" (262). In End Zone, this process 

can be seen as an extension of DeLillo's obsession with the 

language he uses: the idea that words are often at odds 

with their supposedly corresponding referents, that language 

is thus ever and always evasive. DeLillo does this by 

showing his readers that the old adage, "Do not judge a book 

by its cover," is indeed a wise piece of advice, for a book 

entitled End Zone may conjure up the image of a simple 

"sports novel," but may not be so simple after all. 

Gary Store££, in his article on End Zone, says that the 

novel can be seen "as a perverse 'anti-game,' an artistic 

refutation of the popular, nonserious college football 

novel" (243). Store££ points out, for instance, that unlike 

the teams usually portrayed in this genre, Gary's team not 

only loses the "big game," but plays "sloppy" football. And 

Gary, the "star player" of the book--in this case, the 

second-best player on the team--does not really depict the 

"All-American" athlete usually portrayed in such books. Be 

quits four different school teams, joins one simply in order 

to avoid being drafted, and smokes dope during one game, 

subsequently walking off the field in midplay. The mythical 

football hero on campus always dates the beautiful 

Homecoming Queen, but Gary self-consciously selects 

splotchy-skinned, overweight, and bizarrely-dressed Myna. 

And finally, the best player on the team, Taft Robinson, a 
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black athlete destined for the ranks of the pros, turns out 

to be an intellectual-of-sorts who retreats instead to a 

life of silence. The image the novel seems to characterize 

with its title, then, does not correspond to the words, the 

sentences, the chapters in the book, and DeLillo even 

revealed his ironic sense of humor toward his own book and 

its presumed genre by publishing part of it in Sports 

Illustrated. 

When the novel begins, Gary Harkness seems to be at a 

point where he loves the sense of order he thinks he finds 

in playing football, but where he is beginning to cynically 

to doubt that such order can be brought into play in his 

life outside the game. His father, whose favorite saying 

throughout Gary's life has been, •suck in that gut and go 

harder,• seems to think differently (16). A former Michigan 

State football player who is now a pharmaceutical salesman, 

Gary's father follows "the simplest, most pioneer of 

rhythms--the eternal work cycle" (17), consisting of 

"backbone, will, mental toughness, desire" (16), and Gary 

tells us that "[b]eyond these honest latitudes lay nothing 

but chaos" (17). But Gary's father's life does not seem to 

have resulted in all that much success given his mediocre 

job and his "lazy son" (16) 1 and Gary seems to think that 

his own football career is being boosted along by his father 

more for his father's sake than for his own. "This,· Gary 
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says, "is the custom among men who have failed to be heroes; 

their sons must prove that the seed was not impoverished" 

(17). But Gary's father is not the only one who believes 

that simple hard work gives a person's life meaning, assures 

success. Gary says: 

It seems that wherever I went I was hounded by people 
urging me to suck in my gut and go harder. They would 
never give up on me--my father, my teachers, my 
coaches, even a girlfriend or two. (16) 

When a coach at Penn State yet again tells Gary to "suck in 

[his] gut and go harder," adding that it will prepare him 

for the future because football is simply a "microcosm of 

life," Gary questions him: 

You're saying that what I learn on the gridiron about 
sacrifice and oneness will be of inestimable value 
later on in life. In other words if I give up now I'll 
almost surely give up in the more important contests of 
the future. (19) 

The coach tells Gary he is exactly right, and so Gary quits 

the team, saying he is giving up. But Gary doesn't give up 

on football altogether; like David Bell, he feels trapped 

but still cannot seem to give up completely the only life he 

knows, at least not for the present, because there seems to 

be little beyond football that haa any more significance to 

offer than football does. "My life," he says, "meant 

nothing without football" (22). So instead of simply 

sitting forever in his room at home in upstate New York, 

trying to turn his back on the sign his father had once put 

up in his room ("When the going gets tough/The tough get 
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going") Gary again opts for pursuing the football style of 

life. 

·Football players,• Gary tells us, "are simple folk" 

with •a passion for simplicity, for the true old things• 

(4). He and his Texas teammates practice endlessly in the 

heat and are completely dedicated to the coaches and their 

team for no other reason than "the conviction that things 

[on the playing field] were simple" (4). So they allow 

themselves and their actions to be "guided by cliches• 

because cliches "have a soothing effect on the mind and they 

express the kind of widely accepted sentiment that, when 

peeled back, is seen to be a denial of silence• (69). So 

they "give one hundred and ten percent,• just as the coaches 

demand (97), they "button up,• they "become fetal" (59), 

they "Work work work work" (35). "You can suffer a letdown 

by winning big or a letdown by losing big,• one of the team 

captains has memorized (149). And Coach Creed, who rarely 

speaks directly to his team, addresses them after practice 

one evening by listing some "simple truths" the players 

should live by: 

Write home on a regular basis. Dress neatly. Be 
courteous. Articulate your problems. Do not drag-ass. 
Anything I have no use for, its a football player who 
consistently drag-asses. Move swiftly from place to 
place, both on the field and in the corridors of 
buildings. Don't ever get too proud to pray. (11) 

one of Gary's teammates, a shy Texan named Bobby Luke 

becomes "famous for saying he would go through a brick wall 
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for Coach Creed• (53). Gary, trying to figure out exactly 

what this cliched saying means to Bobby, contemplates that 

perhaps it is •a remark demanded by history,• an affirmation 

of meaning. He says: 

Maybe the words were commissioned, as it were, by 
language itself, by that compartment of language in 
which are kept all bits of diction designed to outlive 
the men who abuse them, all phrases that reduce speech 
to units of sound, lullabies processed through 
intricate systems. (54) 

Gary goes on to say that tradition, of course, supports 

Bobby's sense of what he feels is right: 

The words were old and true, full of reassurance, 
comfort, consolation. Men followed such words to their 
death because other men before them had done the same, 
and perhaps it was easier to die than admit that words 
could lose their meaning. (54) 

For the reader, this kind of dedication, loyalty, •this 

eager violence of the heart• (54), with no fear of risking 

life or limb, is synonymous with the kind of loyalty and 

tradition found in the roots of patriotism, with its own 

language and cliches, and its illusions of order and 

simplicity. The connection between the two--patriotism and 

football--is made when DeLillo brings up the subject of 

•patriotic manifestations• and their •insane repetitive 

ritualizing,• which is mentioned several times by Alan 

Zapalac (164). •uniforms, flags, battle hymns,· he says to 

his students; •r offer you my only quotable remark of the 

entire fall semester. A nation is never more ridiculous 

than in its patriotic manifestations• (161). 
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It would seem, then, that "moral" values in some sense 

play a part in Gary's and his teammates' attraction to 

football and its language. He tells Taft that "football 

represents a tremendous opportunity• for "living an inner 

life right up against the external or tangible life. Of 

living close to your own skin. You know what I mean. 

Everything. The pattern. The morality• (233). 

Since we have explored the rhetoric that results in an 

ordered illusion of "morality," we should next look at some 

of the aspects of football rhetoric that comprise what Gary 

calls "the pattern," which results in the precise and 

predetermined behavior of the eleven players on a team. 

This sort of rhetoric consists of changing the name of the 

team from the Cactus Wrens to the Screaming Eagles in order 

to initiate a more assertive and violent behavior from the 

team (10); it also consists of actually commanding the 

players concerning what is and is not "acceptable" behavior 

for game play, just as in Americana David Bell and his 

fellow executives were instructed by the network in the 

boundaries of the "acceptable.• 

Gary sees that the two types of men--that is, coaches 

and businessmen--are one and the same when he describes the 

representatives from the Michigan State coaching staff as 

"two subalterns of the athletic department, types familiar 

to football and other paramilitary complexes, the square

jawed bedrock of the corporation" (22). And Logos College's 



assistant coach Tweego is described by Gary's roommate 

Bloomberg as being efficient and ruthless, characteristics 

that could also be used to describe the executives of 

Americana. These are •distinctly modern characteristics,• 

Bloomberg says: "The systems planner. The management 

consultant. The nuclear strategist. It's a question of 

fantastic single-mindedness• (49). 

Since only coaches are allowed to make any real 

decisions, they thus have the innate permission to insult 

the players, using a language meant not to hurt feelings 
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but, again, to initiate a desired behavior. These •tongue-

lashings• (38), then, or •giving hell• to the players (39), 

come to be an accepted, even expected part of football 

rhetoric. 

The fact that football as a game is made so solidly of 

language is evidenced in the following passage, of an 

overblown game strategy outlined by assistant coach Tom Cook 

Clark, which means absolutely nothing to anyone outside of 

football, outside of the system: 

What we want to do is establish a planning procedures 
approach whereby we neutralize the defense. We'll be 
employing a lot of play-action and some pass-run 
options off the sweep. We'll be using a minimum number 
of sprint-outs because the passing philosophy here is 
based on the pocket concept and we don't want to 
inflate the injury potential which is what you do if 
your quarterback strays from the pocket and if he can't 
run real well, which most don't. We use the aerial 
game here to implement the ground game whereby we force 
their defense to respect the run which is what they 
won't do if they can anticipate pass and read pass and 



if our frequency, say on second and long, indicates 
pass. (27-28) 
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Also an aspect of the language that communicates 

nothing to an outsider, that has meaning only for the game's 

participants, are the plays called during a game. DeLillo 

gives us several, of which the following is a typical 

example: 

Quick picket left, hook right. 
Twin option off modified crossbow. 
Re-T, chuck-and-go. (113) 

Gary tells us at one point about the theory of language 
behind these plays: 

Each play must have a name. The naming of plays is 
important. All teams run the same plays. But each 
team uses an entirely different system of naming. 
Coaches stay up well into the night in order to name 
plays. They heat and reheat coffee on an old burner. 
No play begins until its name is called. (118) 

The players themselves also have languages of their 

own, which revolve around or are derived from football's 

languages. For example, before the games, each of the 

players engages in "making his private noise," in chants, 

prayers, obscenities, or simply "slapping each other's 

helmets" in a ritual way (107). Gary and his partner Buddy 

engage in a traditional exchange before each game for good 

luck: 

"Right," I said. "Right, right, right. • 
"Awright. Aw-right, Gary boy. • 
"Right, right, right." 
"Awright, aw-right." 
"Get it up, get it in." 
"Work, work, work." 
"Awright." 
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"Awright. Aw-riiiight." (106) 

Before the penultimate game of the season, when Gary decides 

not to "trade blows" and battle chants, Buddy tells him, "I 

hate to see a good tradition wiped out" (174). 

Loving to talk about anything concerning football, the 

teammates also engage in long drawn-out conversations of 

such seeming insignificance as, for example, rumors about 

"slight design changes for next season's uniform" (235). 

Gary says: 

At this very moment people were probably crowding into 
Billy Mast's room or Randy King's room to talk about 
the rumor, to embellish it, to swim and play in it. I 
could go down to the equipment room, check things out, 
then rush up to Billy Mast's room with whatever 
information or misinformation I had managed to gather. 
Then we could all discuss it for an hour or so. (235) 

And finally, there is that aspect of football rhetoric 

which I briefly mentioned earlier--that which involves the 

spectator as "participant," by making the sport itself a 

consumer product to be marketed through the televisions and 

radios of Americana, through that language which is called 

"sportscasting." Gary's teammate Raymond Toon is more 

interested in sportscasting than he is in actually playing 

the game itself. Be practices often, by turning down the 

sound on a televised broadcast of a sports event in order to 

describe the action himself. In fact, during the "big game-

between centrex and Logos, Toon can be found at the end of 

the bench, "talking into his right fist": 
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"There it goes, end over end, a high spiral. The 

deep man avoids or evades would be better. Down he 
goes, woof. First and ten at the twenty-six or thirty
one. Now they come out in a flood left to work against 
a rotating zone." 

"Toony, that's not a flood." 
"Bey, Gary. Been practicing.• 
"So have we." (138) 

DeLillo devotes an entire section of his novel to the 

sheer language of football. Part Two, which describes in 

extreme detail the game between Logos College and its rival, 

West Centrex Biotechnical, reveals very well how any actual 

game itself seems to disappear, leaving nothing but its 

language behind. To further illustrate this idea, DeLillo 

will go on to contrast this "game of language• with one that 

comes to be entirely without language, as he has Gary 

describe an impromptu game played during a snowstorm, where 

there are no spectators, and no equipment except a football. 

The game becomes pared down as the players do away with all 

the specialized plays and the rules that an external 

language has created for football. Without communication 

and its both resulting and necessary consensus, the game 

then turns into a series of "individual contests," of 

"private battles" (196-97), though it also becomes more 

comfortable, predictable, simple and primary without the 

innate ambiguity that we saw language creating in the game 

with Centrex. •we were getting extremely basic," Gary says, 

·moving into elemental realms, seeking harmony with the 

weather and the earth" (195). This game is cut short, 
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however, when Gary gets a decree from one of the assistant 

coaches that Coach Creed wants to see him. 

Coach Creed is a one-time big-league coach who "became 

famous for creating order out of chaos," but whose own life 

went into a chaotic downspin after he broke the jaw of a 

second-string quarterback who "said or did something he 

didn't like." After years of obscurity, he has come at last 

to Logos College, "a long drop down from the Big Eight" to 

try to begin anew (10). Creed is a man of few words, 

speaking mostly through his assistant coaches. Gary says, 

"This was his power, to deny us the words we needed. Be was 

the maker of plays, the name-giver. We were his chalk 

scrawls. Something like that" (135). 

"It's only a game," Creed says of football, "but it's 

the only game" (15), because Creed believes that through a 

total commitment to football, one can acquire a clear sense 

of self. "I don't think there's anything makes more sense 

than self-denial," he tells Gary, and "Loneliness is 

strength" (200-01). So he installs separate living quarters 

for the players, "to insure a sense of unity," places canvas 

blinds around the playing field, and builds himself a tower 

from which to peer down at his players (9). 

Because Coach Creed is seen by the athletes as a source 

of order, as providing a disciplined structure to their 

lives, they come to have a nearly religious faith in him. 

Even as the team is hopelessly losing the big game with 
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Centrex, several players tell Gary that Coach Creed will get 

them out of it somehow. But he does not; they lose the game 

and during the rest of Gary's narrative, during the 

remainder of that season, Coach Creed becomes more remote, 

more silent and, finally, more isolated, living in a small, 

secluded room as he tries to recuperate from some unnamed 

sickness. 

Coach Creed is not the only exile to have come to West 

Texas. Gary himself, of course, is •one of the exiles,· 

wondering at times just why he has come to this •remote and 

unfed place,· only to be •made to lead a simple life• (5). 

Anatole Bloomberg is also an exile, having come to West 

Texas to try and "unjew• himself and his language. He tells 

Gary: 

You go to a place where there aren't any Jews. After 
that you revise your way of speaking. You take out the 
urbanisms. The question marks. All that folk wisdom. 
The melodies in your speech. The inverted sentences. 
You use a completely different set of words and 
phrases. Then you transform your mind into a ruthless 
instrument. You teach yourself to reject certain 
categories of thought. (46-47) 

So again, we get the idea that to change one's language is a 

first step in changing one's actions, one's entire life. in 

essence. Bloomberg feels that his Jewishness carries with 

it an •enormous nagging historical guilt• (47). In another 

conversation with Gary, he continues on the same subject: 

I am a twentieth-century individual. I am working 
myself up to a point where I can exist beyond guilt, 
beyond blood, beyond the ridiculous past. Thank 
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goodness for America. In this country there's a chance 
to accomplish such a thing. I want to look straight 
ahead. I want to see things clearly. I'd like to 
become single-minded and straightforward in the most 
literal sense of those words. History is no more 
accurate than prophecy. • • • I reject heritage, 
background, tradition and birthright. These things 
merely slow the progress of the human race. They 
result in war and insanity, war and insanity, war and 
insanity. (77) 

Zapalac, also an exile in his own right, would certainly 

agree with Bloomberg that such things as "heritage, 

background, tradition and birthright" lead to "war and 

insanity,• because these are also the distinct 

characteristics of "insane" patriotism. But Bloomberg goes 

too far in his mission to remake himself and his language. 

His zeal for a more straightforward, efficient, guilt-free 

language leaves him at the end of the novel "reading one of 

(Gary's'] ROTC manuals," which is admired by Bloomberg 

because of its use of "simple declarative sentences" (230). 

The star of the team, the silent running back Taft 

Robinson, is also an exile, having come to West Texas after 

being lured by Coach Creed's ascetic philosophy of football. 

"He got you on self-denial," Gary tells Taft, "on being 

alone, on geography" (237). And the barren geography of 

West Texas does, in a sense, help liberate each of the 

exiles. Bloomberg says that "the remoteness" helped him. 

"The desert was an ideal place in which to begin the process 

of unjewing," he says, "straightening out my grammar, 

getting rid of the old slang and the old speech rhythms" 
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(187). Taft says at the end of the book that he is going to 

stay in West Texas although he is not going to play football 

anymore. And Gary says that he "found comfort in West 

Texas• (31), and that in its colorless "quality of winter,• 

there was a "chance for reason to prevail" (47). 

Part of what makes the West Texas geography such a 

comforting place for "the exiles" is its innate sense of the 

power of repetition. Gary says that his dull, endlessly 

repetitive stays at home, before he went to Texas, prepared 

him for the desert that was there. He begins to feel that 

his life is being "simplified" by the repetitiveness of the 

daily football exercises and drills and, as well, for 

example, by the numerous "identical" picnics he has with 

Myna and the Chalk twins. "The cyclic redundancy,• he says 

of one of these upcoming picnics, "might be beneficial. I 

needed a feeling of restfulness, of things content enough in 

themselves to begin again" (100). Gary also begins in West 

Texas the daily "language" routine that consists of adding a 

new word to his vocabulary, memorizing the name of one U.S. 

President, and writing a letter to someone he loves. 

"Simplicity, repetition, solitude, starkness,· he says of 

his daily rituals, "discipline upon discipline" (30). The 

last of Gary's daily rituals is to make himself imagine each 

day a different city in the midst of a wartime nuclear 

destruction, as a means of liberating himself "from the joy 

of imagining millions dead" (43). 
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Several years earlier, Gary had become immensely 

interested in reading books concerning thermonuclear 

warfare, and is horrified that he has found pleasure in 

doing so. But there is something about the language of such 

devastating warfare that attracts him. He says of the 

books: 

I became fascinated by words and phrases like thermal 
hurricane, overkill, circular error probability, post
attack environment, stark deterrence, dose-rate 
contours, kill-ratio, spasm war. Pleasure in these 
words. They were extremely effective, I thought, 
whispering shyly of cycles of destruction so great that 
the language of past world wars became laughable, the 
wars themselves somewhat naive. A thrill almost 
sensual accompanied the reading of this book. What was 
wrong with me? Had I gone mad? Did others feel as I 
did? I became seriously depressed. Yet I went to the 
library and got more books on the subject. • • • I 
became more fascinated, more depressed • • • (21) 

While at Logos College, Gary decides to audit Air Force 

ROTC courses and becomes, "somehow, without trying," the 

best student in "aspects of modern warfare" class (156). 

The instructor, Major Staley, soon wants him to join the 

cadet wing, telling Gary that also being an athlete will be 

a "plus factor" for him (158). But Gary comes to realize, 

and tells Staley that he does not "want to drop H-bombs on 

the Eskimos or somebody" (157). 

What Gary comes to realize is that he is interested in 

the language which has as its very purpose trying to 

describe mass destruction on such a level as to seem 

inconceivable. He continues to discuss the subject with 
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Major Staley and at one point is invited to, and does, play 

"a crude form of war game" with the Major (219), though Gary 

describes himself as "hardly a competent enemy" for the 

likes of a war strategist like Major Staley (223). "I had 

been plagued by joyous visions of apocalypse," Gary says, 

"but I was not at all familiar with the professional 

manipulations, both diplomatic and military, which might 

normally precede any kind of large-scale-destruction" (223). 

And although Major Staley tells Gary that this sort of 

"gaming environment, as he called it, could never elicit the 

kind of emotions generated in times of actual stress" (219). 

He also conversely conveys the idea that because modern 

warfare has come to be so potentially devastating, it has 

actually become nothing more than a game--and one that can 

never be actually played. 

As Major Staley tells Gary, the bombs have become so 

powerful that they have become "a kind of god" (80), and 

Gary himself has seen this "kind of theology" in warfare in 

the "MILITERIZE" signs he had once seen posted all around 

his hometown (20), which he later realizes "represented some 

kind of apotheosis" (171)--a word he had only recently added 

to his vocabulary, we might add (162). As society's fear of 

these all-powerful bombs increases, Staley predicts that "in 

the not-too-distant future ••• we'll have humane wars" 

with "all sorts of controls" built in (81). "You'd 

practically have a referee and a timekeeper," Staley says. 
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"Then it would be over and you'd make your damage 

assessment" (82). 

But it is this language that only, and necessarily, 

ineffectively describes such •damage assessment," the after

effects of such a gaming war, that has provided both an 

ongoing obsession for Gary and an extreme sense of 

disillusionment. Using his military jargon, Major Staley 

describes for Gary "what it might be like" during a nuclear 

war: 

First to sixth hour after detonation the ground-zero 
circle is drenched with fallout. By the end of the 
first day the dose-rate begins to slow down. After a 
few months it slows down considerably. It all depends 
on the megatons, the fission yield, air or surface 
burst, wind velocity, mean pressure altitude, descent 
time, median particle size. (86) 

But this kind of rhetoric, invented to speak about warfare 

"clinically and graphically," actually hides in its abstract 

way the reality of a potentially horrifying event, even if 

that "event" (because it can never be actually performed, or 

played out) is primarily an image (85). Gary says: 

Major, there's no way to express thirty million dead. 
No words. So certain men are recruited to reinvent the 
language. • • • They don't explain, they don't 
clarify, they don't express. They're painkillers. 
Everything becomes abstract. I admit it's fascinating 
in a way. I also admit the problem goes deeper than 
just saying some crypto-Goebbels in the Pentagon is 
distorting the language. (85) 

So here Gary is, now a football player in West Texas, 

and having come there primarily for two reasons: first, to 

embrace its arid landscape as a primitive place, one 
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"suggestive of the end of recorded time" (30) 1 a place where 

he can come to understand, perhaps even end his fearful 

obsession with thermo-nuclear destruction; and second, he 

has come to West Texas in order to embrace, or re-embrace, 

perhaps, a primitive game, one harking back to ancient 

t~es, built on pain, discipline, and simplicity. What he 

had hoped to find was a more pure form of "language," or a 

certain reality; what he comes to find, however, according 

to John Johnston, is that "football creates an efficient, 

even ascetic illusion of order through the cultural form and 

meaning of its organized language," while "nuclear warfare 

outstrips and impoverishes language" (263). 

The respective rhetorics of football and the military, 

however, are not the only ones Gary comes across which do 

not represent an accurate image of reality. Be encounters, 

as David Bell did before him, the rhetoric of advertising, 

when the team hires the publicist Wally Pippich explicitly 

to contradict reality, to create a vague and evasive 

publicity surrounding the team's defeat in the season's most 

important game. "His mouth seemed to invent the words as 

well as speak them," Gary says of Wally, whose main interest 

in communication is, as he says, to "slam out a human 

interest thing, real fast, down and dirty • • • to the wire 

services for immediate release" (177). Gary's teammate 

Billy Mast makes no sense when he spouts out completely 

untranslatable definitions for words that come up in casual 
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conversation: "Function," Billy says; "A rule of 

correspondence between two sets related in value and nature 

to the extent that there is a unique element in one set 

assigned to each element in the corresponding set, given the 

respective value differences" (149). 

Billy Mast is also taking a "course in the untellable" 

at Logos College, which has as a prerequisite absolutely no 

knowledge of German, but requires as a class assignment the 

memorization of Rilke's ninth Duino Elegy in German (64). 

At one point after the team's defeat by Centrex, Billy is 

reciting German words to himself and Gary asks him for a 

translation. He tells Gary that he is simply listing things 

he has come to understand, because "the German words gave 

him comfort, though not as much as they used to when he 

didn't know what they meant" (142). DeLillo further 

explains this course in the untellable during his interview 

with Tom LeClair by posing questions such as, "Is there 

another, clearer language? Will we speak it and hear it 

when we die? Did we know it before we were born?" "The 

'untellable,'" DeLillo continues, "points to the limitations 

of language," which is the basic idea he has his main 

character Gary Harkness grappling with (LeClair and 

McCaffery 83-84). 

Language has become for Gary not only a system that 

offers an inaccurate representation of reality, but indeed a 

system that actively creates barriers against any accurate 
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representation. Language as a system has become, according 

to Michael Oriard: 

Cliches that evade rather than promote communication, 
technical jargons that frustrate rather than generate 
understanding, terminologies that palliate rather than 
expose the horrors of nuclear war. The problem remains 
to create a new language or relearn the old one at a 
basic level on which objects and their names can be 
one. (13) 

Gary, himself, is very aware of, and even shares, our desire 

for a situation in which words and their objects might be 

one, in which words might be used for some simple and 

straightforward act of communication. But he is also very 

aware of the ease with which meaning can slip away from even 

the simplest words. Of the sign his father had put up in 

his room, that cliched saying to which I have referred 

above, Gary says: 

The sentiment of course had small appeal but it seemed 
that beauty flew from the words themselves, the 
letters, consonants swallowing vowels, aggression and 
tenderness, a semi-self-re-creation from line to line, 
word to word, letter to letter. All meaning faded. 
The words became pictures. It was a sinister thing to 
discover at such an age, that words can escape their 
meanings. A strange beauty that sign began to express. 
(17) 

But once again, words, though offering a certain beauty of 

their own, would seem, in their being used as the basic 

tools of communication, to be a problem. "The words we 

spoke did not seem particularly ours," Gary says of a 

conversation he has with his roommate (48). 
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An insight into such a language problem comes for Gary 

as he is walking out in the desert and sees on the ground a 

mound of "simple shit," which he describes as "perhaps the 

one thing that did not betray its definition" (88). Be goes 

on to describe it as: 

nullity in the very word, shit, as of dogs squatting 
near partly eaten bodies, rot repeating itself; 
defecation, as of old women in nursing homes fouling 
their beds; feces, as of specimen, sample, analysis, 
diagnosis, bleak assessments of disease in the bowels; 
dung, as of dry straw erupting with microscopic eggs; 
excrement, as of final matter voided, the chemical 
stink of self discontinued; offal, as of butchered 
animals' intestines slick with shit and blood; shit 
everywhere, shit in life cycle, shit as earth as food 
as shit, wise men sitting impassively in shit, armies 
retreating in that stench, shit as history, holy men 
praying to shit, scientists tasting it, volumes to be 
compiled on color and texture and scent, shit's 
infinite treachery, everywhere this whisper of 
inexistence. (88-89) 

Just as excrement itself is dead waste that then 

biologically reforms itself to become again a part of the 

life-cycle, so language itself must die in order to begin 

again. Language must first become dead--i.e., turn to 

silence--in order to renew itself, to begin again. "What we 

must know must be learned from blanked-out pages," he says; 

"To begin to reword the overflowing world. To subtract and 

disjoin. To re-recite the alphabet. To make elemental 

lists. To call something by its name and need no other 

sound" (89). 

A science-fiction story that Myna at one point 

summarizes for Gary also reiterates this idea of language's 
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renewing itself through a lapse into silence and then a 

renewal, as it relates the tale of a planet where 

communication becomes so "garbled" that silence finally 

ensues. One of the inhabitants then devises a new language 

which involves a kind of "duplication" that "results in the 

making of words": "Each likeness is a word rather than a 

thing. When the word is imprinted on the thing's original 

mechanism, the likeness that was the word's picture 

instantaneously disappears" (169). 

Gary, himself, has always been uncomfortable with the 

idea of silence. "Of all the aspects of exile, silence 

pleased me least," he says, later adding, "I felt threatened 

by the silence" (30-31). But he begins to realize that 

learning to "speak" silence is a necessary first step in any 

renewal of language. Be even begins to write letters "on 

the nature of silence and time" (189), but it is Taft 

Robinson who finally seems to fully convince Gary that 

silence can be, is, a positive thing. Taft, who has been 

described throughout the novel as being a rather quiet type, 

is a person of few words, going "whole days without saying a 

word" (232), and is described as even being "silent" when he 

runs with the ball during a football game (124). Taft tells 

Gary that "a new way of life requires a new language" (234), 

and then goes on to explain to Gary how he himself tries "to 

create degrees of silence" in the dorm room which he has 

designed to enable himself to live in simply, ascetically, 
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in the future. Taft is planning a life of mystic silence 

that will involve no one else because he also is planning to 

at last quit playing football, which to him involves the 

wrong kind of asceticism, the wrong kind of silence. To 

Taft, the asceticism and silence that have been associated, 

by Creed, say, with football represent mere submission--

submission not only to the team's coaches but submission to 

the society which promotes easy answers for those who don't 

(and even, perhaps, those who do) ask the difficult 

questions. "Silence, words, silence, silence, silence," 

Taft says to Gary (240); and DeLillo says, of the "larger 

mystery" which contemplative men desire to understand, 

"Maybe Hermann Broch would call it 'the word beyond speech'" 

(LeClair and McCaffery 85); and finally, Gary, while sitting 

in Taft's room, begins "to scan the walls for tape-remnants" 

imagining that a "Poster of Wittgenstein" had once hung 

there where the wall was now blank: 

Maybe that's what he'd had up there, or almost had. 
Dollar ninety-eight poster of philosopher surrounded by 
Vienna Circle. Two parts to that man's work. What is 
written. What is not written. The man himself seemed 
to favor second part. Perhaps Taft was a student of 
that part. (233) 

Wittgenstein, of course, is a philosopher of language whose 

most famous formulation, perhaps, is "What we cannot speak 

about we must pass over in silence (Wittgenstein 74). 

So Gary, too, finally decides to give silence and true 

asceticism a try, realizing that in the "end zone" we all 
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inhabit, certain kinds of language games, at least, are at 

best a mere subterfuge for the work of creating any real 

order and meaning. We are never sure just what exactly 

happens to Gary or what he actually learns, because the last 

we see of him, he has decided to forego food and water and 

"In the end," he tells us, "they had to carry me to the 

infirmary and feed me through plastic tubes" (242). The 

very fact that Gary does, however, live to write the book, 

finally breaking his self-imposed silence, and also that 

Gary writes, on the first page of his narrative that this 

story covers just the "first" of several football seasons at 

Logos, implies that he, like David Bell, may be too far 

gone, and is simply trapped speaking the empty languages 

that make up our modern society. 



CHAPTER IV 

WHITE NOISE: THE RHETORICS OF 

MEDIA, TECHNOLOGY, AND 

AUTHORITY 

In White Noise, DeLillo once again explores the 

cultural rhetorics that play a significant part in our 

American lives, rhetorics that seem to provide for their 

American speakers a sense of security. Yet, as we have seen 

in Americana and End Zone, this seeming sense of security is 

a false notion, at the least deluding us as we speak these 

various languages and, often, not stopping simply with mere 

delusion, harming us in some way by tricking us into 

thinking we can drop our defenses, can trust in the words 

and images these rhetorics employ, and can ignore issues and 

questions that should necessarily be dealt with. The book's 

title itself, White Noise, conveys these two notions. As a 

term for simple background noise, the incessant sounds that 

can cause one even to fall asleep, the phrase suggests a 

benign quality; but if white noise is defined as 

communications theory commonly defines it, as the presence 

of excessive noise within channels which disrupts the flow 

of information, the title can be seen as a negative 

metaphor. 

In White Noise, Don DeLillo's consideration of the 

sense of pessimism associated with the feeling of entrapment 

84 
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generated by these cultural rhetorics seems to have matured. 

DeLillo here considers the idea that the fear of death is 

the mainspring of all human motivation, and shows us that, 

as the highest, most intelligent form of life on earth, our 

very existence is tinged with irony. As Jack Gladney, this 

book's narrator and a more mature version of David Bell, 

puts it, it is "ineffably sad because we know what no other 

animal knows, that we must die" (99). In this context 

entire technologies, industries, and languages have sprung 

up, out of our need to ward off our awareness of death, if 

not fully, then as fully as is possible. In Gladney's 

America, people have put their hopes for evading their 

deaths (as long as they can) into the hands of three basic 

entities: First, mass communications, the television and 

radio industries, whose vast amounts of information must, we 

allow ourselves to feel, somehow hold the answers for 

evading, or avoiding, death; second, American industry and 

business, whose ever-changing technologies are meant to 

extend and better our lives; and third, various 

authoritative agencies and figures, whose job it is to tell 

us exactly what we should do ~n times of daily ritual as 

well as in times of crisis. No one of these three entities 

is truly separate from the other two, as they each feed off 

of as well as build upon each other. And as our fear of 

death grows and our trust in these systems deepens, so too 

does the power of these systems grow. 
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The first of these systems, the mass communications 

industry, is seen in White Noise, as it was in Americana, as 

having the most direct and therefore the most pervasive 

influence on people, although in Americana, as LeClair says, 

television programming was regarded as "a simplistic threat, 

a reductive conditioning agent that DeLillo associated with 

advertising" (217). In White Noise, we do continue to see 

these kinds of reductive effects of advertising, which I 

will discuss further below, but we also see some more 

complex effects of television and radio, which LeClair sees, 

in White Noise, as "conditioning and comforting, distorting 

and informing, even becoming • • • a source of mystery" 

(217). 

Among the vast stores of information that are released 

to the public on a twenty-four-hour-per-day basis is a type 

of information we might categorize as being "preventative" 

in nature. Jack's physician, Dr. Chakravarty, tells him, 

"There is not enough emphasis on prevention" (261). But we 

know from the vast array of preventative measures--medicinal 

anecdotes, and procedures for warding off illness, 

accidents, and death--which Jack and Babette's family comes 

across and partakes of each day, that, in fact, just the 

opposite is true. 

At the beginning of Jack's narrative, his wife Babette 

is teaching a course in good posture, which is even 

televised locally one evening. The course is so popular and 
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especially with the elderly (a group of people who, we 

should think already know how to sit and stand) that Babette 

develops a follow-up course in "Eating and Drinking: Basic 

Parameters" (171). "We seem to believe," Jack says, "it is 

possible to ward off death by following rules of good 

grooming" (27). Later Babette tells Jack that the courses 

she teaches may seem simplistic, but that "knowledge changes 

every day" and that, anyway, "people like to have their 

beliefs reinforced" (171). 

What has happened, however, is that the media now daily 

churns out so much preventative information that everything 

surrounding us tends to become suspect. Sitting, eating, 

drinking--nothing can be taken as a given anymore. 

Interestingly enough, it is the kids who seem to take all of 

this new information the most seriously. When Babette 

reaches for a piece of gum one day, her daughter Denise 

tells her that it causes cancer in laboratory animals. 

"Either I chew gum with sugar and artificial coloring or I 

chew sugarless and colorless gum that's harmful to rats," 

she tells Denise, whose simple (though complex) retort is, 

"Don't chew at all" (42). Jack's son Heinrich tells him 

that drinking coffee is a bad habit because "[w]hatever 

relaxes you is dangerous" (102), and Steffie, though still 

only in grade school, routinely examines her breasts for 

lumps. "Terrifying data is now an industry in itself," Jack 
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they can scare us" 
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"Different firms compete to see how badly 

(175). 

Denise again shows concern for her mother one day when 

Babette is about to go out for her daily jog. Denise will 

not let her mother go out until she applies layers of 

sunscreen gel to the exposed parts of her body. Jack tells 

us, "They had bitter arguments about the need for this. 

Denise said the sun was a risk to a fair-skinned person. 

Her mother claimed the whole business was publicity for 

disease" (264). Babette concludes her argument by telling 

Denise, "It is all a corporate tie-in ••• the sunscreen, 

the marketing, the fear, the disease. You can't have one 

without the other" (264). 

Much of this "preventative" information does indeed 

seem to be of use only as a marketing device, and Jack 

mentions several instances of "computer-generated marketing 

surveys" (48), certain marketing techniques aimed at the 

young, and his own "place in the marketing scheme" (50). 

But even Jack seems to be unaware of the extent to which 

this kind of advertising rhetoric has invaded his 

consciousness. Very often, in the middle of a narrative 

section, he will list the names of products or businesses, 

usually in groups of three, without seeming to notice that 

he is doing so. "Dacron, Orlan, Lycra Spandex" (52), he 

will say, or "Clarets, Velamints, Freedent" (229). And it 

is not just Jack who is affected in this way. Willie Mink 
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(alias "Mr. Gray," the shady scientist who gave Babette the 

experimental drug Dylar), who learned to speak English by 

watching American television, also spouts fragments of 

commercial information while he is in a trance-like state of 

overdosing on Dylar. And once, as Jack is watching Steffie 

sleep, he is intrigued that she seems to be speaking "a 

language not quite of this world," but after listening 

carefully for some time, he realizes that she "was only 

repeating some TV voice. Toyota Corolla, Toyota Celica, 

Toyota Cressida. Supranational names, computer-generated, 

more or less universally pronounceable. Part of every 

child's brain noise, the substatic regions too deep to 

probe" (155). "Everything's a car," Heinrich says at one 

point, which seems to suggest that the extent of much of 

what we take to be knowledgeable information is actually 

limited to its contextual connections with advertising 

(233). 

But it is not just the commercials themselves that seem 

shallow, limited. So also is the information broadcast on 

most of the television and radio programs. Jack, again, 

interrupts his narrative more than two dozen times with 

fragments of information that seemingly interrupt his own 

life as they do his narrative, fragments he always begins 

with phrases like, "I heard the TV say • • • • or, "The 

voice on the radio said ••• • and the information that 

follows ("There are forms of vertigo that do not include 
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spinning" [56] or "Now watch this. Jeanie is trying to snap 

Ralph's patella with a bushido stun kick" [257]) is so 

unconnected to anything that it is practically speaking in a 

language of its own. It is as if the broadcasters have 

analyzed their audiences and believe that to assure 

programming success they must not probe too deeply into an 

issue lest the viewers become bored. Or perhaps it is more 

malignant than that and they simply do not want us to know 

too much, as Heinrich seems to suggest on more than one 

occasion. "Everything was on TV last night," Heinrich's 

friend Mercator says in one of his more perceptive moments, 

indicating the endless number of subjects one can tune into 

at any given moment of the day or night (268). 

Regardless of the reasoning behind why there 1s so much 

information to be found on the networks, the effects of 

seemingly fragmented information remain the same. "Were 
- ---

people this dumb before TV?" Babette's father Vernon asks 

Jack (249), and Jack cannot seem to answer him, even in a 

comic or ironic way, because he, along with Babette and, it 

seems, many people of the middle-aged and older generations 

seem to be confused and unable to adapt to this large amount 

of ever-changing information. "The world is more 

complicated for adults than it is for children," Babette 

says; "We didn't grow up with all these shifting facts and 

attitudes" (171). Babette and Jack can remember the three 

kinds of rock--igneous, sedimentary, metamorphic--they 
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memorized during their own school days but are unprepared 

for the scientific knowledge of the present, which seems to 

change daily. 

Babette and Jack often react defensively to 

information, feeling that the only way to be in control of 

information and its effect on us is through sheer analysis. 

Babette summarizes this notion for us: 

I think everything is correctable. Given the right 
attitude and the proper effort, a person can change a 
harmful condition by reducing it to its simplest parts. 
You can make lists, invent categories, devise charts 
and graphs. This is how I am able to teach my students 
how to stand, sit and walk, even though I know you 
think these subjects are too obvious and nebulous and 
generalized to be reduced to component parts. I'm not 
a very ingenious person but I know how to break things 
down, how to separate and classify. We can analyze 
posture, we can analyze eating, drinking and even 
breathing. How else do you understand the world, is my 
way of looking at it. (192) 

As a college professor, Jack Gladney spends all of his 

intellectual energy analyzing the twentieth-century's most 

fearful historical figure, Adolph Hitler, as though if he 

could only understand Hitler, he could also understand the 

world in which he lives and will die. 

But the truth is that much of the new information loose 

in the world is analyzed by no one. The media itself has no 

intent to analyze, nor any purpose for doing so, and so its 

audience, for the most part, is beginning to come to see all 

of this information as more or less a threat. What this 

amounts to is that the people of late twentieth century 
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seem actually to know very little. Heinrich tells his 

father one day to pretend that he is "flung back in time": 
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Here we are in the Stone Age, knowing all these great 
things after centuries of progress but what can we do 
to make life easier for the Stone Agers? Can we make a 
refrigerator? Can we even explain how it works? What 
is electricity? What is light? We experience these 
things every day of our lives but what good does it do 
if we find ourselves hurled back in time and we can't 
even tell people the basic principles much less 
actually make something that would improve 
conditions • • • If you came awake tomorrow in the 
Middle Ages and there was an epidemic raging, what 
could you do to stop it, knowing what you know about 
the progress of medicines and diseases? Here it is 
practically the twenty-first century and you've read 
hundreds of books and magazines and seen a hundred TV 
shows about science and medicine. Could you tell those 
people one little crucial thing that might save a 
million and a half lives? • • •• What good is 
knowledge if it just floats in the air? It goes from 
computer to computer. It changes and grows every 
second of every day. But nobody actually knows 
anything. (147-49) 

Heinrich represents the ideal child of the Information 

Age, reacting to all this "floating" information not in a 

defensively, as his father and stepmother do, but instead 

embracingly: he goes beyond breaking it down--analyzing it

-for study, by investigating for himself how any given body 

of knowledge applies to and affects us. Our introduction to 

Heinrich, in a comic yet complicated dialogue with his 

father on the nature of rain, shows us that for Heinrich, no 

fact--not even a seemingly obvious one like whether or not 

it is raining--should be taken for granted. He tells Jack: 
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You're so sure that's rain. How do you know it's not 
sulfuric acid from factories across the river? How do 
you know it's not fallout from a war in China? You 
want an answer here and now. Can you prove, here and 
now, that this stuff is rain? How do I know that what 
you call rain is really rain? What is rain anyway? 
(24) 

Heinrich does not see new ideas and situations as 

threatening but aa "brilliantly stimulating" (123), and his 

father is surprised, yet filled with respect for his son, 

when he sees at the Red Cross center that Heinrich is 

surrounded by a crowd of listeners and is "talking about the 

airborne toxic event in a technical way" (130). "Was it 

possible," Jack asks, "that out of the turmoil and surge of 

this dreadful event he would learn to make his way in the 

world?" (131). 

Yet Heinrich is not without skepticism toward some of 

the information he encounters. As he informs the crowd in 

the Red Cross center about Nyodene Derivative, the toxic 

substance found in the billowing cloud, he admits that no 

one seems to know exactly what its effects will be for 

humans. "They tested for years and either they don't know 

for sure or they know and aren't saying," he tells the 

crowd; "Some things are too awful to publicize" (131). 

Later, as his family is discussing the fact that very little 

toxic material from the cloud has been found in the town, 

Heinrich tells them, "That's what we're supposed to believe • 

• • • If they released the true findings, there'd be 

billions of dollars in lawsuits. Not to mention 
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demonstrations, panic, violence, and social disorder" (173-

74). Babette does not want to believe him. 

Because of their limited knowledge and the accompanying 

fear of this new information, Babette and some of the other 

adults in the novel tend to believe literally in the absurd 

and ~plausible information of the tabloids, especially in 

their versions of stories dealing with death. While Babette 

is reading to the blind during their evacuated stay at the 

Red Cross center, she reads them a front-page story in a 

tabloid entitled, "Life After Death Guaranteed with Bonus 

Coupons" (142). When she finishes reading it, as ridiculous 

as it is, Jack notes about the listeners that: 

[t]here was no interest in discussion. The story 
occupied some recess of passive belief. There it was, 
familiar and comforting in its own strange way, a set 
of statements no less real than our daily quota of 
observable household fact. Even Babette in her tone of 
voice betrayed no sign of skepticism or condescension. 
(144-45) 

Why, we may ask, is Babette, a character sufficiently 

developed so that we can somewhat analyze her pattern of 

thinking, seemingly at odds with her own logic from time to 

time? We see that she is cynical about the scare tactics 

used by the advertising industry, yet she questions neither 

the information released concerning the toxic accident nor 

the ridiculousness of these tabloid stories. We encounter 

this sense of the paradoxical that we see with Babette in 

numerous situations within White Noise that involve the mass 
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media and their ceaseless offering of information. (For 

example, Dr. Chakravarty's belief that not enough prevention 

is discussed, although we know that there is, in fact, an 

overemphasis on "preventative" information.) DeLillo may be 

trying to show the confusion that results from a situation 

created by an over-abu~~~~~e of information (people 

withdr~~ing into simple desires, beliefs, prejudices), as 

well as the kind of rationalization that results from 

feelings of being entrapped within an overwhelming system. 

Is is not much more comforting, after all, to talk oneself 

into believing that the information one is being fed is 

complete and truthful, as Babette often does, than to 

question it, especially if one believes skepticism would not 

lead to anything constructive anyway? 

We also see in the novel another kind of paradoxical 

effect that arises from too much television watching. While 

on the one hand television often seems to have a dulling, 

anesthetizing effect on its viewers, on the other hand 

television sometimes seems to lead to feelings of power, 

control, and excitement in the viewers. Jack and Babette 

have begun a Friday-night tradition of watching TV together 

as a family as a means of "de-glamorizing the medium" for 

their children, "mak[ing] it wholesome domestic sport." 

Their hope is that "[i]ts narcotic undertow and eerie 

diseased brain-sucking power would be gradually reduced" 

(18). What they find one night, however, is that they all 
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become mesmerized, even excited, by televised depictions of 

violence and disaster: 

There were floods, earthquakes, mud slides, erupting 
volcanoes. We'd never before been so attentive to our 
duty, our Friday assembly. Heinrich was not sullen, I 
was not bored. Steffie, brought close to tears by a 
sitcom husband arguing with his wife, appeared totally 
absorbed in these documentary clips of calamity and 
death. Babette tried to switch to a comedy series 
about a group of racially mixed kids who build their 
own communications satellite. She was startled by the 
force of our objection. • • • Every disaster made us 
wish for more, for something bigger, grander, more 
sweeping. (64) 

Jack at one point asks his colleague Alfonse 

Stompanato, Chairman of the American Environments Department 

(DeLillo's name for popular culture studies), why "decent, 

well-meaning and responsible people find themselves 

intrigued by catastrophe" on television (65). "Because 

we're suffering from brain fade,• Alfonse tells him; "We 

need an occasional catastrophe to break up the incessant 

bombardment of information" (66). Stompanato continues: 

The flow is constant •••• Words, pictures, numbers, 
facts, graphics, statistics, specks, waves, particles, 
motes. Only a catastrophe gets our attention. We want 
them, we need them, we depend on them. As long as they 
happen somewhere else. (66) 

Alfonse goes on to explain why this universally-shared 

fascination with TV disasters makes us feel confused: 

This is what comes from the wrong kind of 
attentiveness. People get brain fade. This is because 
they've forgotten how to listen and look as children: 
They've forgotten how to collect data. In the psych~c 
sense a forest fire on TV is on a lower plane than a 
ten-second spot for Automatic Dishwasher All. The 
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commercial has deeper waves, deeper emanations. But we 
have reversed the relative significance of these 
things. This is why people's eyes, ears, brains and 
nervous systems have grown weary. It's a simple case 
of misuse. (67) 

Along with simply gaining the attention of viewers, 

television disasters also provide us a sense of distance 

from death, making us feel as if we can elude our own ,.---------· 
deaths. We come to think of death as being not only sudden 

and dramatic, but as always happening to someone else, to 

"the other guy." When it looks as if the billowing cloud of 

toxic material is going to result in an immediate evacuation 

of the Blacksmith residents, Jack tells Babette: 

These things happen to poor people who live in exposed 
areas. Society is set up in such a way that it's the 
poor and the uneducated who suffer the main impact of 
natural and man-made disasters. People in low-lying 
areas get the floods, people in shanties get the 
hurricanes and tornados. I'm a college professor. Did 
you ever see a college professor rowing a boat down his 
own street in one of those TV floods? We live in a 
neat and pleasant town near a college with a quaint 
name. These things don't happen in places like 
Blacksmith. (114) 

The perception that "these things don't happen in 

places like Blacksmith" results from the defining powers the 

media holds concerning disasters. It is never quite clear 

who has bestowed these powers on the media, whether the 

viewing audience or the media itself (or, more likely, 

both), but it is clear that a disaster is only considered a 

disaster if it becomes a media event. When Jack's daughter 

Bee descends from an airplane that has come dangerously 

close to crashing, she finds that there is no media present 
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and comments that the terrified passengers •went through all 

that for nothing" (92). On another occasion, an incident 

that has been initially defined as a disaster--when a 

television reporter, at the scene of a double-murder burial 

site, predicts for his viewers that more bodies are sure to 

be found--turns out to be an error. After seventy-two 

hours, the chagrined reporter comes back on the air, 

disillusioned, to report that the police diggers have found 

no other bodies, and Jack and Heinrich find themselves 

feeling slighted: 

The sense of failed expectations was total. A sadness 
and emptiness hung over the scene. A dejection, a 
sorry gloom. We felt it ourselves, my son and I, 
quietly watching. It was in the room, seeping into the 
air from pulsing streams of electrons. The reporter 
seemed at first merely apologetic. But as he continued 
to discuss the absence of mass graves, he grew 
increasingly forlorn, gesturing at the diggers, shaking 
his head, almost ready to plead with us for sympathy 
and understanding. I tried not to feel disappointed. 
(222-23) 

In White Noise, fear is real news only if its source is 

some kind of natural disaster, such as a hurricane or 

earthquake, or if the fear can be blamed on an individual, a 

criminal; but fears stemming from man-made disasters like 

lthe toxic cloud--accidents of industry, business, and/or 

government--are played down by the media. And in these 

cases, in the place of sensationalistic news coverage, we 

get instead only fragmented information, regarding things 

like quantified exposure ranges and possible long-range 
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consequences. This information--characteristically 

presented as incomplete, continuously changing ("updated"), 

and very often disingenuously presented--is meant to be a 

comfort to its listeners, making them feel that if they 

simply know something of the latest information being 

offered, they will somehow be immune from any consequences. 

Again, the skeptical Heinrich tells his family, "Industry 

would collapse if the true results of any of these 

investigations were released" (174). His conclusion is that 

much of the information we receive is meant simply to divert 

attention from that technology which is probably the most 

dangerous to us: "the kind of radiation that surrounds us 

everyday," the simple "radiation" which is, ironically, the 

very basis of the entire mass communications system (174). 

"Your radio, your TV, your microwave oven, your power lines 

just outside the door," Heinrich says, "your radar speed 

trap on the highway. For years they told us these low doses 

weren't dangerous." Heinrich concludes his theory with a 

question and its answer: "Where do you think all the 

deformed babies are coming from? Radio and TV, that's 

where" (174-75). 

It seems that not only does DeLillo see the ends--the 

product of the mass communications industry--as being 

inherently bad for us, bad for both our psychological as 

well as our intellectual health, but that he also sees the 

means--the mechanical transmission of those products--as 
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being bad for us, in this case a literal threat to our 

physical health. This passage in which Heinrich provides us 

with a connection between mass communications and technology 

leads our discussion to the second of the interrelated 

entities mentioned above, the technology of business and 

industry which also creates a cultural rhetoric, a rhetoric 

that conveys to us a hope that it can ward off our deaths. 

In White Noise this technological rhetoric is based on two 

assumptions: that technological advances are meant to give 

us more control over our human bodies, and that advances are 

meant to provide us more control over this earth on which we 

live. 

The word itself--technology--connotes optimism given 

its definition in Webster's New World Dictionary as a 

"system by which a society provides its members with those 

things needed or desired." Technological advances are 

commonly seen, then, as warding off or deferring death, as 

making death seem more and more remote to us. But the 

various technologies that Jack Gladney describes in White 

Noise most often result from short-sighted thinking, and are 

too often too quickly taken from the research stages into 

the marketing stages, and so to their final stages of actual 

human use. Technology in general thus comes to be 

associated with the idea of providing a quick fix for 

whatever the problem may be. Any problem. And when 
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accidents and mistakes occur, then comes the manipulation of 

the information regarding them that Heinrich has discussed. 

The first of technology's rhetorical assumptions for 

warding off death--advances meant to grant us more control 

of our bodies--involves the fulfillment of a notion 

predicted at the end of Americana, when David Bell says that 

"Drugs are scheduled to supplant the media" (347). In 

Americana, the media is depicted as providing the kind of 

quick-fix that pills, drugs in general, have come to provide 

in White Noise. Jack tells Denise (a near-expert on 

medicines since she constantly studies the Physician's Desk 

Reference) that "[e]verybody takes some kind of medication," 

and admits that he himself takes "blood pressure pills, 

stress pills, allergy pills, eye drops, aspirin. Run of the 

mill" (62). And once, while sitting on his front steps, 

Jack sees a woman walking down the street uttering the 

words, "A decongestant, an antihistamine, a cough 

suppressant, a pain reliever" (262). 

But the_d;ug Dylar is the major metaphor for the 

concept of a life-saving biological tec~nology in White 
- ----------· -· ·-·---- ---· 

Noise. A pill meant to encourage the brain "to produce 

fear-of-death inhibitors" (228), Dylar was invented by a 

scientific research group and kept secret "to prevent 

espionage by competitive giants" (299). In a tabloid 

Babette finds out about the group's need for human guinea 

pigs and volunteers to be a test subject because of the 
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anxiety she suffers as a result of her extreme fear of 

death. Although Dylar fails to work for Babette, it is 

often her desperate resort to such a drug, that she and Jack 

begin to seriously ponder Heinrich's "brain theories," which 

assume that "we are the sum to~al _of our chemical impuls~~" 

(202). Heinrich explains it this way during a conversation 

in which his father asks him if he wants to visit his mother 

in Montana during the summer. Be tells his father: 

Who knows what I want to do? Who knows what anyone 
wants to do? •••• Isn't it all a question of brain 
chemistry, signals going back and forth, electrical 
energy in the cortex? Bow do you know whether 
something is really what you want to do or just some 
kind of nerve impulse in the brain? Some minor little 
activity takes place somewhere in this unimportant 
place in one of the brain hemispheres and suddenly I 
want to go to Montana or I don't want to go to Montana. 
Bow do I know I really want to go and it isn't just 
some neurons firing or something? Maybe it's just an 
accidental flash in the medulla and suddenly there I am 
in Montana and I find out I really didn't want to go 
there in the first place. I can't control what happens 
in my brain, so how can I be sure what I want to do ten 
seconds from now, much less Montana next summer? It's 
all this activity in the brain and you don't know 
what's you as a person and what's some neuron that just 
happens to fire or just happens to misfire. (45-46) 

And then Jack, confused by how such a rhetoric of 

neurobiological technology seems not to give us more control 

over our bodies but instead ultimately takes control away 

from us, asks Babette: 

What happens to 
envy and hate? 
Are you telling 
failings is now 
molestation are 

good and evil in this system? Passion, 
Do they become a tangle of neurons? 
me that a whole tradition of human 
at an end, that cowardice, sadism, 
meaningless terms? Are we being asked 



to regard these things nostalgically? What about 
murderous rage? A murderer used to have a certain 
fearsome size to him. His crime was large. What 
happens when we reduce it to cells and molecules? 
(200) 
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The second of the rhetorical assumptions of technology, 

which posits the idea that we can advance our knowledge, and 

our techniques, to the point of gaining more control of the 

earth, also turns out to be a constant disappointment as 

well as a constant threat. During the novel, which spans 

one year's time, Jack reports three accidents of a 

technological, man-made nature; of the three, none are seen 

as disasters by the media, which not only implies, once 

again, the power of the media to determine meaning, but also 

suggests the frequency of these kinds of unreported 

disasters in Jack Gladney's America. The first involves an 

evacuation of the grade school in Blacksmith after the 

children complain of headaches, eye irritations, a metal 

taste in the mouths, and a report is circulated of a teacher 

who "rolled on the floor and spoke foreign languages" (35). 

As to the source of these symptoms, Jack tells us: 

Investigators said it could be the ventilating system, 
the paint or varnish, the foam insulation, the 
electrical insulation, the cafeteria food, the rays 
emitted by microcomputers, the asbestos fireproofing, 
the adhesive on shipping containers, the fumes from the 
chlorinated pool, or perhaps something deeper, finer
grained, more closely woven in the basic state of 
things. (35) 

On another occasion when Jack and Heinrich are together 

viewing a fire, a kind of natural disaster in which ·fathers 
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and sons seek fellowship" to discuss the "manliness of 

firefighting" (239), the nostalgic moment is destroyed when 

it turns out that this fire is, again, the result of some 

technological accident: 

Soon there was a smell of acrid matter. It could have 
been insulation burning--polystyrene sheathing for 
pipes and wires--or one or more of a dozen other 
substances. A sharp and bitter stink filled the air, 
overpowering the odor of smoke and charred stone. It 
changed the mood of the people on the sidewalk. Some 
put hankies to their faces, others left abruptly in 
disgust. Whatever caused the odor, I sensed that it 
made people feel betrayed. An ancient, spacious and 
terrible drama was being compromised by something 
unnatural, some small and nasty intrusion. Our eyes 
began to burn. The crowd broke up. It was as though 
we'd been forced to recognize the existence of a second 
kind of death. One was real, the other synthetic. 
(240) 

Again, as with the media, the new technological 

advances have the effect of making people feel helpless, 

confused, and betrayed, partly because of the paradoxical 

effects that result from the often too short-sighted 

research, and partly because of the limited knowledge 

regarding such applied sciences by people like Jack and 

Babette, who represent middle America in the book. When 

Babette gets word that the toxic cloud is being eradicated 

by synthetic microorganisms which have been genetically

engineered to eat Nyodene, she tells Jack: 

The very idea, the very existence, the wondrous 
ingenuity. On the one hand I definitely admire it. 
Just to think there are people out there who can 
conjure such things. A cloud-eating mic7obe or 
whatever. There is just no end of surpr1se. All the 
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amazement that's left in the world is microscopic. But 
I can live with that. What scares me is have they 
thought it through completely? • • • • Every advance is 
worse than the one before because it makes me more 
scared. (160-61) 

Jack, agreeing with her, says, "The greater the scientific 

advance, the more primitive the fear• (161), and of course, 

the most primitive of fears is the fear of death, which, 

throughout his narrative, Jack begins to associate more and 

more with advanced technology. He describes the billowing 

cloud of Nyodene D, the novel's major metaphor for 

environmental technology gone awry, as "death made in the 

laboratory" (127), and as resembling "a national promotion 

for death" (158), and finally, in its aftermath, he 

describes the mass evacuation of Blacksmith as "[a] great 

surging drama with elements of humiliation and guilt" (157). 

What Jack has come to believe about technology is that 

although it pretends to ward off death, it has really made 

deat.~ more imminent. When Jack finds out that his own brief 

exposure to the Nyodene D will result in a potentially 

lethal "nebular mass" within his body, he explains how he 

feels: 

I think I felt as I would if a doctor had held an X-ray 
to the light showing a star-shaped hole at the center 
of one of my vital organs. Death has entered. It is 
inside you. You are said to be dying and yet are 
separate from the dying, can ponder it at your leisure, 
literally see on the X-ray photograph or computer 
screen the horrible alien logic of it all. It is when 
death is rendered graphically, is televised so to 
speak, that you sense an eerie separation between your 
condition and yourself. A network of symbols has been 
introduced, an entire awesome technology wrested from 



the gods. It makes you feel like a stranger in your 
own dying. (141-42) 
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Technological research that tries to slow our movement 

toward death has only resulted in more accurate predictions 

of when we might actually die. When Murray asks Jack if he 

would prefer to know the exact date and time of his death, 

Jack answers, "Absolutely not. It's bad enough to fear the 

unknown. Faced with the unknown, we can pretend it isn't 

there. Exact dates would drive many to suicide, if only to 

beat the system" (285). 

Finally, Jack learns that technology seems only to 

affect death by making it "greater" (308), more penetrable. 

According to the computer at the evacuation center, Jack's 

own death--i.e., the nebular mass resulting from his 

exposure to Nyodene D--will not only outlive him, but could 

"seep into the genes, show itself in bodies not yet born• 

(116). His friend and colleague Murray sums up for Jack the 

idea that all the talk and energy spent on warding off death 

is finally worthless. He says: 

This is the nature of modern death • • • It has a life 
independent of us. It is growing in prestige and 
dimension. It has a sweep it never had before. We 
study it objectively. We can predict its appearance, 
trace its path in the body. We can take cross-section 
pictures of it, tape its tremors and waves. We've 
never been so close to it, so familiar with its habits 
and attitudes. We know it intimately. But it 
continues to grow, to acquire breadth and scope, new 
outlets, new passages and means. The more we learn, 
the more it grows. Is this some law of physics? Every 
advance in knowledge and technique is matched by a new 
kind of death, a new strain. Death adapts, like.a 
viral agent. Is it a law of nature? Or some pr1vate 
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superstition of mine? I sense that the dead are closer 
to us than ever. (150) 

The third of the interrelated systems in which the 

people of Jack Gladney's world put their trust, in hopes of 

warding off death, involves the whole structure of various 

autho_;-~~a~ive agenc~es and figuresL. in which people are 

encouraged, and are only too willing, to place their trust. 

The primary purpose of such systems is, after all, to keep 

chaotic and potentially disastrous situations from occurring 

in the first place, but when such situations do occur, these 

authorities are always and immediately there to indicate how 

to deal with them, how to respond to them. These various 

agencies have very complex communications systems in place 

in order to keep society running smoothly, and Jack reveals 

the extent and complexity of their rhetorics as they work to 

protect money, reputations, and livelihoods--all vital for 

maintaining a secure life within society. In one of several 

possible examples I might cite, Jack reads to us some 

instructions he has received, instructions that are 

necessary for making correctly a payment of some kind: 

Did you remember: 1) to make out your check to Waveform 
Dynamics? 2) to write your account number on your 
check? 3) to sign your check? 4) to send payment in 
full, as we do not accept partial payment? 5) to 
enclose your original payment document, not a 
reproduced copy? 6) to enclose your document in such a 
way that the address appears in the window? 7) to 
detach the green portion of your document along the 
dotted line to retain for your records? 8) to supply 
your correct address and zip code? 9) to inform us at 
least three weeks before you plan to move? (10) to 
secure the envelope flap? 11) to place a stamp on the 
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envelope, as the post office will not deliver without 
postage? (12) to mail the envelope at least three days 
before the date entered in the blue box? (231) 

And in a second example, Jack reads to us an instructional 

warning he receives with respect to the activation of a new 

bank card: 

that 

whom 

part 

PLEASE NOTE: In several days, your new automated 
banking card will arrive in the mail. If it is a red 
card with a silver stripe, your secret code will be the 
same as it is now. If it is a green card with a gray 
stripe, you must appear at your branch, with your card, 
to devise a new secret code. Codes based on birthdays 
are popular. WARNING. Do not write down your code. 
Do not carry your code on your person. REMEMBER. You 
cannot access your account unless your code is entered 
properly. Know your code. Reveal your code to no one. 
Only your code allows you to enter the system. (294-
95) 

The complexity of modern life not only necessitates 

we put more responsibility into the hands of others in 

we must necessarily trust, but also seems to play a 

in creating the desire we have to let others take 

charge of our lives. One way to do this is to-let Q~hers be 

our teachers. Jack, himself a teacher (ironically, 

specializing in one of history's most negatively 

authoritarian figures--Adolf Hitler) is insecure about the 

upcoming Hitler conference he is planning because he cannot 

speak German, and hires a secret tutor to teach him the 

language he ought to know already. Jack once tells his 

German tutor, "It's amazing how many people teach these 

days •••• There is a teacher for every person. Everyone I 

know is either a teacher or a student. What do you think it 



means?" (55). Babette knows what it means. In a 

conversation with Jack, Babette rationalizes about the 

classes she teaches by saying that "people need to be 

reassured by someone in a position of authority that a 

certain way to do something is the right way or the wrong 

way, at least for the time beingw (172). This attitude 
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seems to be even more in evidence in times of crisis, when 

"the true facts are whatever other people say they are," as 

Jack says; "No one's knowledge is less secure than your 

own" ( 120). 

It is only during the lengthy evacuation scene--the 

evacuation of Blacksmith necessitated by the Airborne Toxic 

Event--that Jack begins to explain to us, as well as to 

himself, it seems, just why people like himself seem so 

willing to listen to the rhetoric of those who are 

supposedly in charge, especially during times of chaos. For 

one thing, such authoritative rhetorics imply that the 

systems of which we are a part, are sound, are secure, in 

spite of crisis moments. During the mass exodus, Jack, 

reassured that the traffic congestion is somehow being taken 

care of, is being handled, says in relief, "What people in 

an exodus fear most immediately is that those in positions 

of authority will long since have fled, leaving us in charge 

of our own chaos" (120). And when he later sees that the 

town's insane are also being taken care of, being evacuated 

by bus, he comments that, "[w]e felt an odd affection for 
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them and a sense of relief that they were being looked after 

in a diligent and professional manner. It seemed to mean 

the structure was intact" (128). The radio stations, with 

their distant anonymous voices coming over the airwaves, 

also seem to provide a sense that the toxic situation is 

under control, and listeners punch buttons "hoping to find 

someone with background information" while they "wait for 

the all-clear" ( 121). 

We also see in White Noise that doctors are often 

thought of as authoritative figures who are capable of 

prolonging our lives. This is not surprising, of course, 

since it is their business to save lives, but what is 

surprising is the power people grant to them, and the 

lengths that people will go to in order to please their 

doctors. When Jack and Babette decide to take Wilder, who 

at one point will not stop crying, to the doctor, Jack says: 

[We] tried to remember what he'd eaten in the last 
twenty-four hours, anticipated questions the doctor 
would ask and rehearsed our answers carefully. It 
seemed vital to agree on the answers even if we weren't 
sure they were correct. Doctors lose interest in 
people who contradict each other. This fear has long 
informed my relationship with doctors, that they would 
lose interest in me, instruct their receptionists to 
call other names before mine, take my dying for 
granted. (75-76) 

On another occasion after Jack has discussed his own 

condition with his doctor, he expresses his feeling about 

the discussion: "I might have been a child facing the 

school principal over a series of unexcused absences· (261). 
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Doctors in Jack's world seem to have a disproportionate 

amount of power over their patients. Dr. Chakravarty tells 

Jack that 

People tend to forget they are patients. Once they 
leave the doctor's office or the hospital, they simply 
put it out of their minds. But you are all permanent 
pat~ents, like it or not. I am the doctor, you the 
pat~ent. Doctor doesn't cease being doctor at close of 
day. Neither should patient. People expect doctor to 
go about things with the utmost seriousness, skill and 
experience. But what about patient? Bow professional 
is he? (260) 

According to Alfonse Stompanato, however, New Yorkers never 

forget their status as patients, realizing that "true power" 

lies in having a good internist you can name-drop in 

conversation: 

Internal medicine is the magic brew. You acquire 
strength and charisma from a good internist totally 
aside from the treatment he provides. People ask about 
tax lawyers, estate planners, dope dealers. But it's 
the internist who really matters. "Who's your 
internist?" someone will say in a challenging tone. 
The question implies that if your internist's name is 
unfamiliar, you are certain to die of a mushroom-shaped 
tumor on your pancreas. You are meant to feel inferior 
and doomed not just because your inner organs may be 
trickling blood but because you don't know who to see 
about it, how to make contacts, how to make your way in 
the world. (217) 

Once again, however, as happened with the other two 

entities I have discussed--the mass communications and 

technological industries--the authorities--agencies and 

individuals both--on which we hope to be able to rely turn 

out to be disappointments. When the plane Bee is flying on 

looks as if it is going to crash, the passengers discover 



112 

that rather than having a pilot in charge who will provide 

them calm leadership in a time of crisis, they instead have 

a "total breakdown of authority, competence and command 

presence," as the pilot, in a voice filled totally with fear 

and panic, cries out to them that "they didn't prepare us 

for this at the death simulator in Denver" (90). 

Much of what these authoritative figures communicate to 

the public is seen by Jack as simply "rhetoric" in the 

limited and derogatory sense of the word, as were the kinds 

of languages I described in the previous books. When the 

authorities decide to call the toxic cloud over Blacksmith 

"the airborne toxic event," Jack tells us that Heinrich 

seems to sense "the threat in state-created terminology" 

(117). And when Jack, later, at the Red Cross center, wants 

to find out what effects his own contact with the chemicals 

in the cloud could bring, he questions one of those in 

charge of the evacuation, "a gaunt young man who seemed 

suspicious of conversation that strayed outside certain 

unspecified guidelines" (138). During this conversation we 

get a definite taste of this sort of authoritative rhetoric, 

this "state-created terminology,• which is very like that 

spoken by the authoritative ROTC commander in End Zone when 

he talks of warfare. After Jack summarizes for the young 

man the circumstances of his own two-and-a-half minute 

toxic exposure, the conversation goes like this: 
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"Anything that puts you in contact with actual 

emissions means we have a situation." 
"Why didn't the drifting cloud disperse in all that 

wind and rain?• 

~T~i~ is not your everyday cirrus. This is a high
def~n~t~on event. It is packed with dense 
concentrations of byproduct. You could almost toss a 
hook in there and tow it out to sea which I'm 

' I 
exaggerat~ng to make a point." 

"What about people in the car? I had to open the 
door to get out and get back in.· 

"There are known degrees of exposure. I'd say their 
situation is they're minimal risks. It's the two and a 
half minutes standing right in it that makes me wince. 
Actual skin and orifice contact. This is Nyodene o. A 
whole new generation of toxic waste. What we call 
state of the art. One part per million million can 
send a rat into a permanent state." (138-39) 

Jack also encounters this kind of "rhetoric" as used by 

doctors on several occasions. Once, after questioning his 

doctor about the doctor's prescribing pills for Babette, 

Jack gets an answer that •sounded like a malpractice 

disclaimer. "Maybe he was reading it from a printed card," 

Jack says, "like a detective informing a suspect of his 

constitutional rights" (180). A second such incident occurs 

when Jack is scheduled to have tests run at a place called 

"Autumn Harvest Farms," and Jack believes that the name is 

meant to give a false impression: 

Was this an attempt to balance the heartlessness of 
their gleaming precision equipment? Would a quaint 
name fool us into thinking we live in pre-cancerous 
times? What kind of condition might we expect to have 
diagnosed in a facility called Autumn Ha:vest Farm~?. 
Whooping cough, croup? A touch of the gr1ppe? Fam1l1ar 
old farmhouse miseries calling for bed rest, a deep 
chest massage with soothing Vicks VapoRub. Would 
someone read to us from David Copperfield? (275-76) 
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Jack comes to believe that relying on such authorities 

may be finally more dangerous to us than~£ we simply 

ignored them. During the evacuation, Jack describes all 

those trekking to so-called safety as being a "parade of 

fools" (117). The evacuees include a large number of people 

travelling by bicycle, sled, wagon, and even by foot, people 

who become exposed to the cloud simply because they have 

been told to leave the shelter of their homes by the 

authorities. Jack, who, perhaps, would have been better off 

had he ignored the authorities and stayed home, is exposed 

to the chemical cloud when he has to get out of his car to 

fill an empty gas tank. "I feel sad for people and the 

queer part we play in our own disasters," Jack says (126). 

Much of what the people are told to do seems to be 

experimental in nature, just as many technological advances 

seem to be actually implemented while they are still in 

experimental stages. For example, SIMUVAC, the program in 

charge of evacuating the Blacksmith residents during The 

Toxic Event, is actually a "new state program they're still 

battling over funds for," a mere model whose acronym is 

short for "simulated evacuation" (139). "Are you saying you 

saw a chance to use the real event in order to rehearse the 

simulation?" Jack asks the worker, who replies: 

We took it right into the streets ••• • 
curve isn't as smooth as we would like. 
probability excess. Plus which we don't 
victims laid out where we'd want them if 
actual simulation. In other words we're 

The insertion 
There's a 
have our 
this was an 
forced to take 
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our victims as.we find them. We didn't get a jump on 
c~mput7r traff~c. Suddenly it just spilled out, three
dLmens~onally, all over the landscape. You have to 
mak7 all~wances for the fact that everything we see 
ton~ght ~s real. There's a lot of polishing we still 
have to do. But that's what this exercise is all 
about. (139) 

Jack even seems at times to believe that his physician's 

interest in him is part of some experimental process. "He 

is eager to see how my death is progressing. An interesting 

case perhaps," Jack says of his relationship to Dr. 

Chakravarty, who wants to talk to Jack about his test 

results (325). 

Finally, what makes the languages, the rhetorics of the 

authorities so limited and illusory is the fact that the 

exchange of information is merely one-sided. Those whose 

guidance we seek seem to have as much information concerning 

us as they might want, but they then withhold it, keeping 

our own knowledge of ourselves and our circumstances 

limited, just as the media does when it tells us only what 

it wants us to know. When the SIMUVAC worker calls up 

Jack's name on his computer, he tells Jack, "You're 

generating big numbers •••• I tapped into your history. 

I'm getting bracketed numbers with pulsing stars" (140). 

Jacks asks him what that means and the worker tells Jack 

he'd rather not know. Jack's reaction is an odd mixture of 

perplexed curiosity and the simple, understandable paranoia: 

I wondered what he meant when he said he'd tapped into 
my history. Where was it located exactly? Some state 
or federal agency, some insurance company or credit 
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firm o: medical clearinghouse? What history was he 
re~err~ng ~o? I'd told him some basic things. Height, 
we~ght, ch~ldhood diseases. What else did he know? 
Did he know about my wives, my involvement with Hitler, 
my dreams and fears? (140) 

Later, when Jack persists in wanting to know what it all 

means, the worker tells him that the computer seems to think 

there is "a situation": 

It's what we call massive data-base tally. Gladney, J. 
J. A. K. I punch in the name, the substance, the 
exposure time and then I tap into your computer 
history. Your genetics, your personals, your medicals, 
your psychologicals, your police-and-hospitals. It 
comes back pulsing stars. This doesn't mean anything 
is going to happen to you as such, at least not today 
or tomorrow. It just means you are the sum total of 
your data. No man escapes that. (141) 

Jack does not move any further toward a firm diagnosis 

of his condition with his physician or the medical 

technician at Autumn Harvest Farms. Jack at one point 

recounts a conversation he has had with Dr. Chakravarty: 

"I don't think I like your potassium very much at 
all," he went on. "Look here. A bracketed number with 
computerized stars." 

"What does it mean?" 
"There's no point your knowing at this stage.· 
"How was my potassium last time?" 
"Quite average in fact. But perhaps this is a false 

elevation. We are dealing with whole blood. There is 
the question of a gel barrier. Do you know what this 
means?" 

"No." 
"There isn't time to explain. We have true 

elevation and false elevations. This is all you have 
to know. n 

"Exactly how elevated is my potassium?" 
"It has gone through the roof, evidently.• 
"What might this be a sign of?" 
"It could mean nothing, it could mean a very great 

deal indeed." 
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"Bow great?" 

"Now we are getting into semantics," he said. (260) 

Later, Dr. Chakravarty tells Jack to come back from the 

Autumn Harvest Farms facility with "sealed results." "The 

less you know, the better," the doctor says (261). And why 

not? After all, as the technician at the facility has 

explained to Jack, "Your doctor knows the symbols" (281). 

Later, Jack realizes that the rhetorics he and the 

others rely on, those of technology and of the authoritative 

figures who support technology (and vice-versa) are as 

artificial as the "death" they have caused within his body. 

During a long walk with Murray Suskind, Jack tells him: 

I'm technically dead. My body is growing a nebulous 
mass. They track these things like satellites. All 
this as a result of a byproduct of insecticide. 
There's something artificial about my death. It's 
shallow, unfulfilling. I don't belong to earth or sky. 
They ought to carve an aerosol can on my tombstone. 
(283) 

Jack, for a while after learning of his impending 

"death," decides to ignore authority, decides to become what 

Murray calls a "killer" instead of a "dier" (290), to 

"[s]imply stop obeying. Steal instead of buy, shoot instead 

of talk" (303). But he fails in his attempt to kill Willie 

Mink ("Mr Gray") to the same extent that it is rendered in 

language. The attempted murder is planned by a TV-like 

"sc;:ript •:_ which Jack repeats over and over, a script that 

fails because of its inflexibility, its lack of creativity, 

its cliched quality. 
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Jack Gladney finally realizes that in order to get 

around his fear of death, in order to speak.~.more true 

languag~, he must compromise and live within the systems 

that control our languages, our lives. "You could put your 

faith in technology," Murray tells him (285), which, Jack 

comes to realize, is what his son Heinrich seems to have 

done, but in an intelligent, informed, and skeptical way. 

We must try, Jack sees, to get back to a "real" way of 

seeing, of expressing, even if this "real" is only an 

artificial "real," like the extraordinarily beautiful 

sunsets the Blacksmith residents admire each evening, 

following the Airborne Toxic Event. And Jack also sees that 

within the systems, within the rhetorics in which we are -- ---~· .. , __ ,....-.. -·· ~ 

trapped, we must learn to embrace the notion of an 
~ 

accommodation with the new, as DeLillo seems to be telling 

us in the novel's final scene, at the supermarket, where the 

"shelves have been rearranged" without warning, and panicked 

shoppers, "wary of a second level of betrayal," must "try to 

work their way through confusion" (325-26). 

But White Noise ends, as did End Zone and Americana, on 

a note of inconclusion. Jack Gladney's final remarks about 

the newly-arranged supermarket and its shoppers are 

characteristically pessimistic: 

But in the end it doesn't matter what they see or think 
they see. The terminals are equipped with hologra~hic 
scanners, which decode the binary secret of every 1tem, 
infallibly. This is the language of waves and 
radiation, or how the dead speak to the living. (326) 
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Jack, it seems, has decided that the only way to survive in 

mainstream America is to learn, finally, to live within the 
~ 

systems that rule us. 



CODA 

In each of the novels I have examined within this 

thesis, the narrators have come to the realization that 

their lives are being inextricably altered by certain 

cultural rhetorics that seem to enmesh them. And each of 

these narrators wants desperately to find and to be able to 

utilize a more pure language, one that in Stanley Fish's 

words "faithfully reflects or reports on matters of fact 

uncolored by any personal or partisan agenda or desire" 

(205). David Bell wants to believe that a more pure 

language lies, finally, in writing, but comes to realize 

that his writing can never be the kind of objective 

description of facts that he wants it to be. Gary Harkness 

seems to believe that the first step in renewing and 

improving one's language consists of opting for silence; and 

Jack Gladney, the most outwardly repressed in his expression 

of a specific desire, concludes in the most resigned manner 

of the three, that one must try to speak in the most "real" 

way one can within systems comprised of the "artificial," 

that one must simply adjust as fully as possible. 

John Kucich sums up their predicaments best when he 

states that DeLillo's narrators 

persist in exploring the possibility that some active 
oppositional stances can be differentiated and . . 
justified. It is that yearning to protest, to 1ns1st 
on a better version, that continues to drive them at 
all. Yet it is their seemingly inevitable absorption 

120 
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in the cultural signs of opposition rather than in 
opposition's rationality or its effects that paralyzes 
these characters. The real problem ••• is that their 
attempts to oppose the power of mainstream American 
culture always involves [sic] the appropriation of 
gestur7s or poses that they cannot legitimately claim 
as the~r own--patterns of behavior rather than 

I I t ' 

pr~nc1ples or doctr1nes, that are conventionally rooted 
in someone's [sic] else's social identity. And in this 
agony of social distance lies their ~potence. (337) 

Each narrator finds that there is no absolute escape from 

these surrounding cultural rhetorics. In Simon Westcott's 

article on both White Noise and DeLillo's latest novel, 

Libra, he speaks of these systems whose languages rule: 

He who controls language controls life, for good or for 
ill. And as we all know so well, modern society, that 
society, in all its •glut and rot and blare,· that 
DeLillo pledged to represent, is epitomized by 
invisible and increasingly demagogic languages that the 
individual is unable to contest. (116) 

David Bell escapes physically, finally, writing to us 

some thirty years later from a remote African island, but we 

read his account and see that he is still dissatisfied, it 

seems, and unconsciously incorporating the jargons of film 

and television into his own narrative, even after all this 

time and self-reflection has passed. Gary Harkness starves 

himself into a coma, perhaps as a means of gaining the 

silence he sees as a first step toward a renewal of 

language, but comes out of it, so one might read, to play 

yet another season of football, to live again within the 

restrictive and falsely secure rhetoric of the game whose 

language he has analyzed. He seems to be asking himself, 

What else is out there, after all? And Jack Gladney, for a 
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time, tries to escape by going outside the boundaries of the 

systems which rule mainstream America, but finds that 

morally he cannot allow himself to become a "killer," the 

only type of person he is aware of who might actually remain 

outside the systems that entrap him. He decides to remain 

within and simply adjust, making the most of a bad 

situation, one might say. Michael Oriard says of the 

characters of DeLillo's first five novels (and this will 

also apply to the characters in White Noise): 

DeLillo's characters are invariably left at the end of 
the novels still groping, or, at best, tentatively 
embarking on a course of possible rebirth but uncertain 
outcome. Such is apparently all one can hope for in 
uncertain times. (5) 

The only possible "rebirth" the narrators of these three 

novels see lies in writing the accounts of their rhetorical 

struggles, a writing which, despite the pessimistic sense of 

entrapment they relate within their the narratives, is in 

itself an eternally optimistic action. 
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