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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation explains the problematic nature of using the diagnostic category 

schizophrenia as a cultural metaphor, whether the disorder is stigmatized or 

romanticized, and demonstrates how representations of schizophrenic characters in 

novels can combat widespread misuses of psychiatric terms and help readers empathize 

with mentally ill people if we read these novels with some understanding of psychiatry 

and the psychoanalysis that influenced them. Public understanding of psychiatry and 

psychology has played an increasingly important role in mentally ill people’s prospects 

for recovery as inpatient care has given way to outpatient care supplemented by patients’ 

families and communities during the past half century. Many people with severe mental 

illnesses end up homeless or in prison not only because of cuts to services that help them 

work toward autonomy and social integration, but also because of how their communities 

treat them, from ignorance and misunderstanding of mental health issues to the stigma 

that often accompanies mental illness.   

Contemporary scholars and artists have much to learn about changing attitudes 

toward mental disorder through an examination of the schizophrenia concept’s migration 

from the mental health professions to fiction and cultural theory. Therefore, my 

dissertation undertakes a critical genealogy of this migration, from the German invasion 

of Paris in June 1940 to the events of May 1968, with some attention to contemporary 

uses of the schizophrenia concept by cultural theorists. Many accounts of schizophrenia 

written from the 1890s to the 1930s, whether by psychoanalysts and psychiatrists or 

novelists, express anxieties about the increasing professionalization of intellectual labor. 

Experimental novelists writing during the apogee and aftermath of National Socialism 
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from the 1940s to the 1970s bring this crisis to a head. These late modernist novelists 

represent schizophrenia as they understood it to express the painful emotions produced by 

World War II’s challenge to the value of experimental writing.  

In the postwar fiction of Samuel Beckett (1906-1989) and Georges Perec (1936-

1982), imitating schizophrenia results in careful disclosures of disintegrating life-worlds: 

in Beckett’s case, the dissolution of the James Joyce circle and the communities of 

modernist exiles it exemplified, which the German invasion of Paris destroyed; in Perec’s 

case, the deaths of his parents in the defense of France and the Holocaust, and the 

annihilated six million Jews including his mother. Reading Beckett and Perec’s novels, 

which many scholars consider cynical experiments with narrative, promotes human 

flourishing in a way unforeseen by these scholars: developing readers’ abilities to 

empathize with both schizophrenic people and the loved ones of Holocaust victims. 

While those who avoided the concentration camps like Perec did not experience their 

horrors firsthand, losing relatives and other loved ones transformed their lives, just as 

losing two thirds of its Jewish population devastated European culture despite reticence 

to acknowledge the Holocaust’s monstrous effects in the postwar years. Late modernist 

fiction can thus both help readers understand the Holocaust’s cultural impact and foster 

the skills necessary to understand experiences of severe mental disorder.  

Such empathic understanding is more humane than romanticizing or stigmatizing 

schizophrenia or other mental illnesses, and it helps us register the Holocaust’s 

degradation of humanity anew rather than walling off this event in the past or regarding it 

solely as a Jewish issue. Late modernist fiction provides a more precise, caring 

alternative to the romanticizing/stigmatizing binary perpetuated by postwar cultural 
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theorists because, from the 1930s to the 1970s, the fiction gradually transitions from 

reinforcing that binary to enabling radical empathy. Radical empathy entails openness to 

being affected by a traumatized or mentally ill person’s transformed world: what the 

phenomenologist Matthew Ratcliffe calls changes in the person’s “sense of reality and 

belonging” to his or her culture.  

In fact, such fiction anticipated recent phenomenologies of schizophrenia  – real 

experiences of distress and impairment rather than socially constructed concepts of 

madness – and traumatic shame, an emotional experience of oneself or one’s community 

as inadequate in response to failure, especially the Holocaust as a failure of European 

culture and modernity. Both traumatic shame and severe mental disorder can make the 

body conspicuous, alienate people from their cultures, and disintegrate structures of 

salience and belonging that make sustained relationships and projects possible. Shame 

makes authentic living in community difficult, and, as contemporary revivers of 

existential-phenomenological psychiatry have demonstrated, so does severe mental 

disorder.  

Under the right conditions, however, shame can benefit both individuals and 

communities, as in the collective shame about the Holocaust expressed by European 

governments in the last few decades. When one’s entire culture becomes the object of 

shame, that is, the warp and woof of the ethos that knits together a community’s 

institutions, rejoining the community requires its renewal since its institutions 

themselves, rather than their aberrant actions, cause shame. When accompanied by trust 

in the community’s ability to reintegrate the ashamed person, shame can promote ethical 

reflection conducive to transforming the person and renewing his or her community.      
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Recent existential-phenomenological theories of mental disorder enable 

reintegrating schizophrenia representation in fiction into the history of literary 

modernism, especially its concern with historical forces disrupting the minds of 

individuals. These theories explain changes in mentally ill people’s sense of possibilities 

for developing themselves and relating to others, from the way they experience their 

bodies to the way they use language. Hence my dissertation uses these theories to 

demonstrate how the bizarre affect, alienating psychosis and self-reflexivity, and 

cognitive disintegration characteristic of severe schizophrenia enabled post-Holocaust 

novelists to travesty and transform earlier novelists’ uses of fictional minds to interrogate 

cultural change.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: USES AND ABUSES OF THE SCHIZOPHRENIA CONCEPT 

IN CULTURAL THEORY 

The point I want to make about passages like these, and they are everywhere in Ulysses, 
is that ‘point of view’ theory does not take on them, nor any conceivable notion of the 

Implied Author, unless the IA is an imbecile or a schizophrenic. No one is speaking these 
words or thinking them: they are simply, one would want to say, printed sentences. 

 
Fredric Jameson, 20071 

 
In 1949, the Frankfurt School theorist Theodor Adorno borrowed a concept of 

schizophrenia from the psychoanalyst Otto Fenichel to critique Igor Stravinsky’s music 

as dangerously depersonalizing (Philosophy 125-134). Since then, the word 

schizophrenic has become a synonym for incoherent or incongruous popular among 

cultural theorists discussing problems in artistic movements, communication networks, or 

ethical systems. These theorists have applied the concept to self-conscious fiction’s 

ostensible influence on self-reflexive advertising (Wallace Interview), mass media 

images of femininity (Douglas 8), feminist activism engaged in by scholars of patriarchal 

European literature (Friedman), discrepancies between scientific explanations of the 

physical world and laypeople’s understanding of it (Wallace, Everything 22-23), 

existential conflicts between Greek philosophical and Judeo-Christian worldviews 

(Dreyfus, Lecture 2), the “split between value and motivation” in much moral philosophy 

(Stocker 173), the double-consciousness experienced by many African Americans (Gates 

                                                 
 1 In The Modernist Papers (London and New York: Verso, 2007), 148 (emphasis in original), 
Jameson refers to passages heavy on wordplay in the “Circe” and “Cyclops” episodes of James Joyce, 
Ulysses (1922), ed. Hans Walter Gabler (New York: Vintage, 1986), 215, 273.  
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231), the respective failures and successes of modern reason in philosophy and science 

(Gregory 380-381), and Twitter’s effects on style (“Intellectual” 33).  

Though they tend to use it with the negative connotations it picked up from 

Adorno’s cultural criticism and Fredric Jameson’s equation of postmodern culture with 

schizophrenia, they also vacillate between using schizophrenia to pathologize culture and 

valorizing schizophrenia as a site of resistance to reification.2 For example, theorists of 

humor and irony have also associated schizophrenia with incongruity, though such 

writers use the broader term psychosis and the neologism schizoscription to explain 

modes of self-conscious cultural critique in comic literature (Critchley 88; Hix 165-171). 

Citing Adorno, the novelist and n+1 editor Benjamin Kunkel diagnoses the American 

Republican Party as psychotic in a 2013 essay entitled “Political Psychopathology” (22-

24, 27). Kunkel displays self-consciousness about his hyperbole, but he perpetuates 

stigma by claiming that “There’s never much point in talking to psychotics” (23). Many 

psychotherapists and their psychotic patients would beg to differ.      

As his predecessor Jameson does with postmodern culture and schizophrenia, the 

theorist of contemporary culture Alan Kirby links new forms of digital engagement with 

text to autism (Digimodernism 227-233). Psychologists and physicians gradually 

differentiated autism from schizophrenia from 1938, when the Austrian pediatrician Hans 

Asperger used the term “autistic psychopaths” to describe abnormal children in a lecture, 

                                                 
 2 See Jameson, “Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review 146 
(July/Aug. 1984): 57, 64, 71-74, and his expansion of this article, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of 
Late Capitalism (Durham and London: Duke UP, 1990), 6-10, 22, 34-38, 125, 182-183, 300, 328, 347, 
353-356, 368, 383-385, 407, 421.   
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to the 1980 publication of criteria for autism in the American Psychiatric Association’s 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), third edition (Baron-

Cohen 29-36; Tsuang, Faraone, and Glatt 1-2, 13-25).3 Kirby claims that the repetitive, 

patterned behavior of internet users clicking on links to the exclusion of reading 

webpages in depth develops habits resembling autism symptoms, namely decreased 

empathy and language skills, and he valorizes the concept of autism as a means of 

theorizing “behavioral alienation in a capitalist-consumerist hegemony,” like Jameson 

claiming that postmodern culture’s lack of historical depth generalizes schizophrenic 

experience (Digimodernism 232). Paradoxically enough, the Norwegian novelist Karl 

Ove Knausgaard uses autism to describe the extreme devotion to language necessary to 

write the six-volume autobiography Min Kamp / ‘My Struggle’ (2009-2011) that strained 

his marriage: “I was kind of autistic [. . .] I was saying [to my wife], ‘My book is more 

important than your life’” (Hoby). When discussions of contemporary culture turn to 

solitary behavior with motives difficult to understand, it seems, the term solipsistic 

preoccupation will not do; autism takes its place.           

By using schizophrenia and its genealogical cousin autism to invoke the 

normative force of psychiatry and psychology, these writers compromise the “open and 

experimental” character that Martin Jay correctly claims unites two traditions that inform 

                                                 
 3 On Jameson’s influence on Kirby, see Kirby’s blog, which makes it plain as day: “Jameson is 
truly the Master, a model of the cultural critic at the turn of the millennium, as well as a writer who 
demonstrates that subtle and sophisticated thought will never be easy to read but has no reason being [sic] 
utterly impenetrable (cf Bhabha, Butler and the rest).” See Alan Kirby, “Of Space and Time” 
Digimodernism 16 Aug. 2010 <http://digimodernism.blogspot.com/>, accessed 24 March 2014.  
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the work of most of them: Western Marxism and aesthetic modernism (10).4 They have 

also perpetuated the popular, mistaken conflation of schizophrenia with dissociative 

identity disorder, formerly known as multiple personality disorder (Crichton 14; Morgan 

178-179). The most troubling effect of misusing schizophrenia is distracting scholars in 

the humanities and social sciences from cultural issues that sometimes discourage 

mentally ill people from accepting their disorder, engaging with mental health services, 

and improving their own well-being according to a growing number of researchers in 

psychiatry, the social sciences, and philosophy.5  

                                                 
 4 A few of the theorists I cited are communitarians indebted to Hegelian or Aristotelian accounts 
of human potential for flourishing through participation in traditions rather than the Marxist ideal of 
unalienated labor: the historian of religion Brad S. Gregory and the philosophers Michael Stocker and 
Hubert L. Dreyfus. Henry Louis Gates’s cultural politics are liberal rather than Western Marxist or 
communitarian, though he has done much work bridging African American studies and modernist studies. 
Wallace voted for Ronald Reagan as a young man according to D.T. Max, Every Love Story Is a Ghost 
Story: A Life of David Foster Wallace (New York: Penguin, 2013), 259. However, Wallace renews both 
modernist aesthetics and the Marxist concept reification in his fiction and essays. I classify Dreyfus as a 
communitarian only loosely since his concept of community stems from Heidegger rather than Hegel or 
Aristotle, though Heidegger is himself indebted to Aristotle, as I will discuss further below. I find 
communitarian misuses of schizophrenia less sympathetic than Western Marxist ones because 
communitarians have more robust accounts of normativity and thus do not need to draw theirs from 
medicine or psychology. Hence communitarians derive rhetorical force from their misuses of 
schizophrenia as opposed to the rhetorical and normative force characteristic of Western Marxists. 
However, communitarians misuse schizophrenia with less frequency and have done so with less influence 
than Western Marxists. See Daniel Bell, “Communitarianism” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
(Fall 2013 ed.), ed. Edward N. Zalta, 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2013/entries/communitarianism/>. Though neither an ethicist nor a 
political scientist, Dreyfus would likely agree with Bell’s articulation of a core communitarian thesis: 
“Liberals who ask what is just by abstracting from particular social contexts are doomed to philosophical 
incoherence and liberal theorists who adopt this method to persuade people to do the just thing are doomed 
to political irrelevance.”             
 
 5 On the effects of stigmatizing mental illness, see the psychologists Patrick W. Corrigan, David 
Roe, and Hector W.H. Tsang, Challenging the Stigma of Mental Illness: Lessons for Therapists and 
Advocates (Malden, Mass., and West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), Richard P. Bentall, Doctoring the 
Mind: Is Our Current Treatment of Mental Illness Really Any Good? (New York: NYU P, 2009), and 
Michael Foster Green, Schizophrenia Revealed: From Neurons to Social Interactions (New York and 
London: Norton, 2003); the psychiatrist John Z. Sadler, Values and Psychiatric Diagnosis (Oxford and 
New York: Oxford UP), 2005, Sadler and the philosopher Jennifer Radden, The Virtuous Psychiatrist: 
Character Ethics in Psychiatric Practice (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2009), the psychoanalyst 
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Invoking schizophrenia has become a form of bolstering rhetorical authority by 

stigmatizing one’s opponents, a cryptic source of normativity for theorists who critique 

social problems to the exclusion of advocating local solutions, and a romantic metaphor 

for resisting commodification that peaked with the antipsychiatry movement of the 1960s 

and 1970s but remains in circulation in many arts and humanities departments.6 In her 

                                                                                                                                                 
Darian Leader, What Is Madness? (London: Penguin, 2012), the anthropologist Tanya Marie Luhrmann, 
“Beyond the Brain,” Wilson Quarterly (Summer 2012): 28-34, and the literature scholar Catherine 
Prendergast, “The Unexceptional Schizophrenic: A Post-Postmodern Introduction,” in  
The Disability Studies Reader, 4th ed, Ed. Lennard J. Davis (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 
236-245. 
 
 6 For a brief overview of the antipsychiatry movement, see Richard P. Bentall, Doctoring the 
Mind, op. cit., 69-75. For a longer one, see Angela Woods, The Sublime Object of Psychiatry: 
Schizophrenia in Clinical and Cultural Theory (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2011), 125-144. The 
fate of the schizophrenia metaphor is part of the larger trend of consumerism’s incorporation of its avant-
garde opponents, most recently noted by Jed Esty in his defense of literary history’s continuing relevance: 
“Aesthetic or cultural anti-Hegelianism, attempting to eschew or escape from unilinear historical time, 
seems often to court the kind of failure that worried Walter Benjamin, that of heroic philosophical gestures 
of interruption becoming, in a flash, evanescent motes in a commodified marketplace already glittering 
with mere sensations and bits of banal information.” See Esty, Unseasonable Youth: Modernism, 
Colonialism, and the Fiction of Development (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2012), 198-199. Because 
of its emphasis on fine-grained narrative, literary history, then, offers a less easily commodified cultural 
form, if one less immediate in its impact than the aforementioned gestures of interruption. The enthusiastic 
American reception of the Lacanian philosophers Slavoj Žižek and Alain Badiou demonstrates that even 
thinkers influenced by Hegel, like Lacan, make themselves vulnerable to removal from political 
engagement when they stress radical breaks to the exclusion of developmental spectrums and continuums 
of belonging. In his review essay “Balibarism!” n+1 16 (Spring 2013): 172-173, Bruce Robbins has made 
this point by defending the political efficacy of demands for reform as opposed to waiting for paradigm-
shifting events or breakdowns in symbolic systems: “If the European Enlightenment believed in a 
transcendental, godlike subject . . . then there’s no substantive difference between secularism and the 
Christianity it defined itself against. This is exactly the conclusion that has been drawn by thinkers who 
identify themselves as ‘post-secular,’ a club to which even left-wing atheists like Žižek and Badiou 
sometimes seem to be applying. Postsecularism plays to an easygoing American relativism: Everything is 
belief. You respect mine, I’ll respect yours, and no one will ask anyone hard questions. On the other hand – 
and this is where Žižek and Badiou come in – it also plays to the underlying American fear that all these 
beliefs are really crap and the One True Annunciation will reveal them as such. Sublunary life is so lost, 
corrupt, and depraved that redemption or revolution – the two merge into one – must be otherworldy. 
Again: only a god can save us.” In Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham (London and New York: 
Continuum, 2005), 345, Badiou excoriates the concept of politics as an aspect of human nature in favor of 
theorizing politics, after Rousseau, as rare, revolutionary acts of collective self-determination: “Man is not 
a political animal: the chance of politics is a supernatural event.”  By using phenomenology, philosophy of 
emotions, and relational psychoanalysis, which stress spectrums and continuums over amorphous fluids or 
rigid categories, I will attempt to steer between Deleuzian immanence and the apocalypse of these 
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genealogical critique of the schizophrenia concept ranging from the fin-de-siècle German 

psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin to contemporary cultural theorists like Jameson, Angela 

Woods argues that an association of schizophrenia and the sublime has perpetuated itself 

in both clinical and cultural theory despite many cultural theorists’ principled opposition 

to mental health care practices such as involuntary hospitalization.7 While Kraepelin 

viewed schizophrenia, which he called dementia praecox before the Swiss psychiatrist 

Eugen Bleuler renamed it ‘schizophrenia’ in a 1908 lecture, as the privileged object of 

psychiatry’s quest to master madness, anti-psychiatrists like Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari continued Kraepelin’s association of schizophrenia with the sublime by 

reversing it (Woods 8, 34-46). Deleuze and Guattari equate schizophrenia with the 

sublime experience of dissolving subjectivity (Woods 145-161). Subjectivity as such, 

they argue, results from capitalism’s reification of vitality abetted by mental health 

professions like psychiatry and psychoanalysis.8 In other words, Kraepelin stigmatized 

                                                                                                                                                 
politicized Lacanians in order to write a history of late modernism focusing on writers who dwelled in 
worlds even as the more extreme options of sinking into them and hurtling away from them presented 
themselves.      
 
 7 For a history of the schizophrenia concept in clinical theory alone, see German E. Berrios, 
Rogelio Luque, and José M. Villagrán, “Schizophrenia: A Conceptual History,” International Journal of 
Psychology and Psychological Therapy 3.2 (2003): 111-140.    
 
 8 In Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. 
Lane (New York: London, 1977), 29, Deleuze and Guattari clarify their position on subjectivity as nothing 
more than an epiphenomenon of capitalism: “We maintain that the social field is immediately invested by 
desire, that it is the historically determined product of desire, and that libido has no need of any mediation 
or sublimation, any psychic operation, any transformation, in order to invade and invest the productive 
forces and the relations of production. There is only desire and the social, and nothing else” (emphasis in 
original). For an overview of intellectuals who have used the Marxist concept reification to define 
schizophrenia, see Alastair Morgan, “Schizophrenia, Reification, and Deadened Life,” History of the 
Human Sciences 23.5 (2010): 176-193. For contemporary accounts of reification, see Axel Honneth, 
Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, trans. Joseph Ganahl, ed. Martin Jay (Oxford and New York: 
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schizophrenia as an affront to civilization, psychoanalysts like Freud and Lacan viewed it 

ambivalently as a sublime text (Woods 8), anti-psychiatrists on the left romanticized it, 

Neo-Marxists like Jameson stigmatize it as an obstacle to social change, and on and on 

the suspended dialectic goes as evidenced by countless popular periodicals and the 

otherwise sensitive, precise writers I cited in the first two paragraphs.9    

Schizophrenic people often get lost in these accounts of their disorder, though 

recent memoirs of schizophrenia and activism for more humane treatment of and rights 

for people with the disorder have mitigated the obscurantism inherent in uncoupling 

schizophrenia from the people who suffer from it.10 However, the frequency with which 

humanists use the word, often without indexing it, indicates the need for greater 

understanding of schizophrenic experience and the history of representing it. Rather than 

extending Woods’s genealogy at length, I will explain how the sustained, fine-grained 

representations of schizophrenic experience in novels written by Samuel Beckett (1906-

1989), an Irishman who moved to Paris in 1937, and the native Parisian and Jewish war 

orphan Georges Perec (1936-1982), from the German invasion of Paris in 1940 to the 

student and worker uprisings of May 1968, offer a more caring alternative to other 

                                                                                                                                                 
Oxford UP, 2008) and Timothy Bewes, Reification, or, The Anxiety of Late Capitalism (New York and 
London: Verso, 2002).        
  
 9 For a recent attempt at counting these periodicals, see the neuroscientist Patrick House, 
“Schizophrenic Is the New Retarded,” Slate 22 Jan. 2013.    
   
 10 One of the most significant schizophrenia memoirists and activists is Elyn R. Saks, Orrin B. 
Evans Professor of Law, Psychology and Psychiatry and the Behavorial Sciences at the University of 
Southern California, who founded the Saks Institute for Mental Health Law, Policy, and Ethics with a 2009 
MacArthur Foundation ‘genius grant.’ For an overview of her work, see the Institute’s website: 
<http://weblaw.usc.edu/centers/saks/>.     
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postwar intellectuals’ positioning of schizophrenia at a sublime distance from their own 

lives.   

Using their psychoanalytic and philosophical knowledge, Beckett and Perec 

anticipated contemporary existential-phenomenological accounts of schizophrenia: real 

experiences of distress and impairment described in detail by philosophers and mental 

health professionals as opposed to socially constructed concepts of madness.11 

Synthesizing such existential-phenomenological accounts, the sociologist Liah Greenfeld 

conceptualizes the disorder as a disease of the mind defined as “‘individualized culture’” 

(33), a locus of symbolic systems (language and other social conventions) that interact 

with the body to constitute the experience of each person in whose brain culture houses 

itself through socialization. In severe schizophrenia, such features of individualization as 

goal-oriented activity, memory and attention responsive to social context, and ultimately 

self-awareness dissolve, thus allowing culture to flood in without the sense of identity 

and thus relevance that normally limits the data processed by the brain and thereby makes 

it possible to cope with one’s experiences most of the time (27). More florid symptoms 

such as delusions and hallucinations compensate for this threatened sense of self and 

world. Greenfeld’s point about the relationship to language of severely schizophrenic 

people clarifies why Beckett and Perec found the disorder suitable for structuring their 

storyworlds:  

                                                 
 11 For an analysis of how earlier modernist novelists adapted psychoanalytic concepts of psychosis 
to grapple with the pressures of literary writing’s increasing professionalization, see David Trotter, 
Paranoid Modernism: Literary Experiment, Psychosis, and the Professionalization of English Society 
(Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2001).   
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The general attitude to the utterances of schizophrenics . . . at least in 
psychiatry and cognitive psychology, has been that, as a product of 
malfunction, they do not need to be understood and that interpreting them 
would be a waste of time. But, if indeed it is language itself that speaks 
through them, the value of schizophrenic linguistic usage for the study of 
language should be enormous, and these utterances, more than any other 
linguistic material, would deserve being carefully analyzed and 
interpreted. (170) 
 

My novelists use their fiction to assess the damage World War II did to their cultures, 

particularly language, the medium in which they worked. Schizophrenic narrators 

provided the best means of doing so because they lose their particularity within a culture 

– this or that identity – in order to process the flotsam and jetsam of the culture itself. 

Like schizophrenic experiences of language, these articulations of damaged cultures 

involve much confusion and anguish.   

 To clarify the relevance of my novelists for the history of existential-

phenomenological psychiatry, I will draw on several contemporary researchers in this 

field, namely the phenomenologist Matthew Ratcliffe, the psychologist Louis A. Sass, the 

psychiatrists Josef Parnas and Giovanni Stanghellini, and the philosopher René Rosfort, 

who share the belief that regardless of the biological factors involved in its causation, 

schizophrenia disturbs the pre-reflective structures that unify cognition, volition, and 

affect into the sense of reality necessary to live in a world shared with others rather than a 

solipsistic, delusional world, a collapsing world, or no world at all, as in acute psychotic 

episodes in which the mind disintegrates.12 When the mind disintegrates, it dissolves into 

                                                 
 12 On the history of existential-phenomenological approaches to mental health services before the 
new philosophy of psychiatry emerged in the past two decades, see Steen Halling and Judy Dearborn Nill, 
“A Brief History of Existential-Phenomenological Psychiatry and Psychotherapy,” Journal of 
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culture. As Greenfeld puts it, “Schizophrenics, in a way, have culture, always multi-

perspectival, think for them and language, always multivalent, speak for them” (27). 

Disturbances in the schizophrenic person’s felt sense of dwelling in the world lead to 

cognitive and volitional disturbances.13 For example, instead of forks showing up to the 

person as things to eat with and wash and put away after meals, they pop out from their 

experiential background as charged with significance that cannot be articulated or lose 

their significance altogether and stand out as alien objects with properties rather than 

relevance for the person’s daily life. In delusions and hallucinations, forks might manifest 

themselves as agents imbued with lives of their own: given renewed meaning as co-

conspirators in a murderous plot, say, or as angels announcing messages of world-

historical importance.   

 Attempting to understand these disturbances in such basic senses of significance 

and thus return to a livable world can launch the schizophrenic person’s reflective 

thinking into overdrive as it attempts to make up for the lost background of activity but 

worsens the person’s alienation from this shared background since reflection cannot 

replace a sense of attunement to the world. In its efforts to do so, reflection can take up 

increasing amounts of the schizophrenic person’s energy and eventually take over his 

will. In other words, severe schizophrenia saturates the person’s existence in the world 
                                                                                                                                                 
Phenomenological Psychiatry 26.1 (1995): 1-45 and Herbert Spiegelberg, Phenomenology in Psychology 
and Psychiatry: A Historical Introduction (Evanston, Ill., Northwestern UP, 1972).  
 
 13 My synthesis in this paragraph and the next one relies mostly on Matthew Ratcliffe, Feelings of 
Being: Phenomenology, Psychiatry, and the Sense of Reality (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2008), 
and Louis A. Sass and Josef Parnas, “Explaining Schizophrenia: The Relevance of Phenomenology,” in 
Reconceiving Schizophrenia, ed. Man Cheung Chung, K.W.M. (Bill) Fulford, and George Graham (Oxford 
and New York: Oxford UP, 2007), 63-96.  
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rather than just replacing true beliefs with false ones or distorting perception. As 

Stanghellini and Rosfort point out, psychopathology’s pragmatic nature prevents 

researchers in this field from dismissing subjectivity by reducing it to cognition or neural 

activity – much less an epiphenomenon of capitalism or language – because they aim 

their research at mental health professionals who must understand their patients’ 

experiences in order to provide care (22-23).  

 That being said, while Ratcliffe is no reductionist, he does overemphasize the 

phenomenological aspects of schizophrenia in his theory of the disorder as a disturbance 

of the person’s existential feelings, “the background orientations through which 

experience as a whole is structured” and the world made inhabitable through moods: 

diffuse, atmospheric affects without objects that usually draw the body into practical 

activities but cause it to feel conspicuous in schizophrenia (Feelings 38-39, 47-48). 

Existential feelings, Ratcliffe contends, help constitute the person’s experience of the 

world in which intentional objects show up as the sorts of entities they are with the 

possibilities for interacting with them they present: forks as equipment for eating, for 

instance, that often interact with knives and belong in drawers when not in use. 

Stanghellini and Rosfort are right to insist that understanding affective disturbances 

entails understanding the involuntary biological processes that Ratcliffe’s exclusive focus 

on the structures inherent in experience leave out (206-207). However, because my 

project involves adapting theories of schizophrenia into methodologies for interpreting 
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fictional narrators rather than treating patients with physical bodies, existential-

phenomenological approaches divorced from biology will suffice.  

 Since my argument springs from a critique of widespread misuses of the term 

schizophrenia, however, I should clarify my own position on this perplexing disorder. 

The validity of its existence as a discrete disease entity remains controversial among 

mental health professionals, though the suffering experienced by people diagnosed as 

schizophrenic remains all too real and irreducible to the diagnosis’s discursive effects. I 

remain intrigued by the psychologist Richard P. Bentall’s suggestion of revising the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders classifications of schizophrenia, 

bipolar disorder, and unipolar depression – the three mental illnesses that can feature 

endogenous psychosis without degeneration of the nervous system – into a 

schizoaffective spectrum that highlights these disorders’ differences in degree rather than 

kind (89-112). However, I do not possess the expertise in psychopathology necessary to 

weigh in on this debate. If, as the psychiatrist John Z. Sadler argues, using the DSM 

humanely – that is, as a heuristic for patient care rather than a set of rigid categories – 

requires clinical training and experience, then advocating revisions of it must require 

even more clinical expertise (349-355).  

 While the legitimate participants in debates about diagnostic categories’ 

effectiveness for patient care are mental health professionals and patients, my humanities 

training does allow me to weigh in on the cultural politics of these categories. The 

success of advocates for greater understanding of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 
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known as autism and Asperger syndrome in the previous edition of the DSM (number 4), 

has resulted in much nuanced, respectful cultural theory about ASD as evidenced by the 

enthusiastic 2014 response to my proposed Modern Language Association convention 

panel, “Narrating Madness and Autism,” from Anglophone humanities scholars 

interested in ASD: a 3:1 ratio of autism proposals to madness ones, in fact. Perhaps a 

schizoaffective spectrum category would unify activism for people with the 

aforementioned three mental disorders and result in similar nuance and respect in 

humanities scholars’ understandings of madness.  

 For instance, consider the much more respectful connotation inherent in referring 

to a developmentally disordered person as autistic or on the autism spectrum rather than 

retarded, and imagine how our attitude toward people with schizophrenia, bipolar, and 

depression would change if most people referred to them as schizoaffective or on the 

schizoaffective spectrum rather than crazy or mad. Granted, the prefix schiz- (from the 

Greek for split) carries the charge of the romanticizing/stigmatizing binary all on its own 

thanks to more than half a century of misuse, so perhaps mental health professionals 

would need to coin another term to promote respect similar to that connoted by the ASD 

concept. Right now, English speakers have the broad terms mental illness and mental 

disorder, which include conditions that do not feature endogenous psychosis, and the 

narrower vernacular term madness to denote the conditions that can.14 Mad still stings a 

                                                 
 14 Insanity is a legal term too often misused by both laypeople and scholars outside the mental 
health and legal professions to provide conceptual clarity.   
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bit, if not as much as crazy, but we are stuck with its noun form for now if we want a 

single word for schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and unipolar depression.15         

 Regardless of these speculations about cultural politics, a mentally ill person can 

both have a disintegrating sense of reality and be a sick human animal. A person with a 

shattered mind requires repair by a psychotherapist imagined as a craftsperson with the 

practical expertise that comes from working with other minds at length, along with 

communal sources of support.16 At the same time, neural sources of distress and 

impairment do sometimes require treatment as biological system malfunctions by medical 

doctors so long as these doctors remain mindful of the fact that no one fully understands 

these systems, let alone knows how to medicate them without doing any harm to any 

patient.  

 Understanding the relationship between these two loci of mental disorder, minds 

and nervous systems, is a task central to philosophy of psychiatry. Contributors to this 

worldwide research program have addressed the concerns raised by anti-psychiatrists 

about patients’ rights and ‘sick societies’ and continue to do so.17 This program’s main 

                                                 
 15 For instance, Liah Greenfeld refers to these three disorders as madness in Mind, Modernity, 
Madness: The Impact of Culture on Human Experience (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 
2013), and, like her main existential-phenomenological influence Louis A. Sass, she avoids perpetuating 
the romanticizing/stigmatizing binary. Some mentally ill people committed to social justice have embraced 
the term madness as well, such as Emma (last name withheld by her), who writes a blog called The 
Madvocate: <http://madvocate.tumblr.com>.   
 
 16 For an extended ethical reflection on providing mental health services, see Jennifer Radden and 
John Sadler, The Virtuous Psychiatrist, op. cit.   
 
 17 For a short example of an anti-psychiatric critique of ‘sick societies,’ see Michel Foucault, 
“Madness, the Absence of Work,” Critical Inquiry 21.2 (Winter 1995): 290-298. The major example 
remains Foucault’s 1961 magnum opus History of Madness, trans. Jonathan Murphy and Jean Khalfa, ed. 
Jean Khalfa (London and New York: Routledge, 2006). Given their commitment to genealogical critique, 
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forums are Oxford University Press’s International Perspectives in Philosophy and 

Psychiatry series (2003-present) and the Association for the Advancement of Philosophy 

and Psychiatry’s journal Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology (1993-present).18 

Unlike these philosophers and mental health professionals, however, I am dealing with 

characters, i.e. virtual persons who manifest their bodies via literary devices like voice 

and point of view, rather than minds conditioned by nervous systems and other 

components of real human bodies. Regardless, academics who use terms for mental 

disorder in their professional lives and have not trained in the mental health professions 

should consult these publications if they aspire to use psychiatric terms responsibly.19    

 When I first read the theorist of disability Tobin Siebers’s critique of Jameson, I 

found it hyperbolic and inaccurate. I will quote it at length here to explain why I did and 

why I was mostly wrong:  

Jameson . . . defines the political unconscious as a collective impulse that 
situates the experience of the human group as the absolute horizon of all 
interpretation. In fact, the existence of the group is for him so much a part 

                                                                                                                                                 
historicists who draw on Foucault’s writing would do well to keep its relationship to the anti-psychiatry 
movement in mind unless these historicists believe that genealogical critics are exempt from genealogical 
critique, which does not seem fair.  
 
 18 For an overview of tensions between caring and technological approaches to psychiatric 
diagnosis, see John Z. Sadler, Values and Psychiatric Diagnosis, op. cit., 327-358. The concerns raised by 
anti-psychiatrists about ‘sick societies’ remain important: important enough, in fact, to address them with 
more care than the perpetuators of the romanticizing/stigmatizing binary have. As of 2014, Liah 
Greenfeld’s etiology of madness (i.e. causal theory) as a psychological response to the conditions of 
modernity remains the most ambitious, promising study of severe mental disorder’s social emergence as 
opposed to its onset in discrete individuals. See Greenfeld, Mind, Modernity, Madness, op. cit.  
 
 19 Good starting points are Bill Fulford, Katherine Morris, John Sadler, and Giovanni Stanghellini, 
Nature and Narrative: An Introduction to the New Philosophy of Psychiatry (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford UP, 2003) and Tim Thornton’s overview of a few key issues articulated in analytic rather than 
continental terms, Essential Philosophy of Psychiatry (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2007).   
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of human experience that he considers the consciousness of individuality 
itself as a symptom of estrangement from collective life. Notice, however, 
that the political unconscious has no content other than its ability to 
reference human community as a formal totality. It exists to ponder social 
totality, but what it refuses to ponder is a vision of community as less than 
perfect. To conceive social totality at the level of form envisions both 
objects of human production and bodies as symbols of wholeness. The 
political unconscious establishes the principle of totality as the 
methodological standard of all human interpretation . . . In short, the 
political unconscious is a social imaginary designed to eradicate 
disability. (61-62, my emphasis)  

 At first, I thought, Siebers confuses norms and ideals. For Jameson, the political 

unconscious functions as an ideal to spur social change from academia outward rather 

than a source of norms for the practices of literary critics. Despite Jameson and other 

Western Marxists’ rhetorical positioning of themselves as diagnosticians of culture, with 

Walter Benjamin’s acknowledged indebtedness to Jewish mysticism an exception, I 

thought that their ideal of unalienated labor played a romantic role similar to that of 

Gospel stories in which Jesus makes the lame walk and the blind see. But rhetoric 

matters.20 Siebers’s attribution of malicious motive inherent in the word designed 

remains unwarranted, but the word eradicate holds truer than I thought. 

Consider how quickly, for example, Jameson slips from “an imbecile or a 

schizophrenic” to “No one” in the epigraph (Modernist 148). As James Joyce found out 

in the 1930s and I will discuss further in my third chapter, his daughter Lucia, still a 

20 In Adorno’s terms, I regard Western Marxist uses of psychiatric and psychoanalytic categories 
to ‘diagnose’ culture as instances of transcendent critique as opposed to immanent critique, a methodology 
that entails more openness to individual artworks and other cultural products than transcendent critique. See 
Adorno, Prisms, trans. Samuel Weber and Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge, Mass.: Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology P, 1983), 17-34.    
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child when he wrote Ulysses, suffered from schizophrenia. Since some people with this 

disorder have an acute ear for wordplay, perhaps the passages Jameson attributes to no 

one stem from Joyce listening to his daughter before she experienced the distress and 

impairment of schizophrenia in adulthood. If this situation seems plausible, then we 

should regard these passages less as parts of the Ulysses storyworld than as echoes of the 

world in which Joyce created that storyworld. He would thus resemble his influence 

Vladimir Nabokov writing butterflies into his novels as evidence of their design by a 

lepidopterist.21 Informed speculations like these require recognizing James and Lucia 

Joyce as embodied persons rather than mere epiphenomena of systems like capitalism 

and language.      

 Jameson and his predecessor Adorno, like many other modern intellectuals, 

produced their diagnoses of culture within the normative spaces of academia, though with 

another exception: Adorno’s years in Californian exile from Nazi Germany.22 While I am 

grateful that tenure enables prophetic criticism, sometimes, writing in this mode obscures 

as much as it reveals, and normativity sneaks in through the back door of other 

disciplines like psychoanalysis, from which Jameson, like Adorno, borrows his concept 

                                                 
 21 Thanks to Jaclyn Partyka for discussing Nabokov’s butterflies with me at a writing retreat.  
 
 22 On Adorno as a writer of exile, see Nico Israel, Outlandish: Writing between Exile and 
Diaspora (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2000), 75-122, and Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual: The 
1993 Reith Lectures (New York: Pantheon, 1994), 54-61. On Jameson’s indebtedness to Adorno, see 
Jameson, Late Marxism: Adorno, or, The Persistence of the Dialectic (London and New York: Verso, 
1990), which Verso published the same year that Duke University Press published his monograph on 
postmodenrism.   
 



 
 
of schizophrenia.23 Siebers is right that even if a more humane alternative to capitalism 

arrived, people with disabilities and mental disorders would remain, though they might 

receive better care without having to wrestle with insurance companies and welfare state 

bureaucracies: when these institutions are available to them at all, that is. Adorno and 

Jameson’s misuse of schizophrenia when Samuel Beckett’s art plays such an important 

role in their cultural theory, Adorno’s aesthetics in particular, remains one of the stranger 

misrecognitions of modernist studies.24  

 My second chapter, “The Virtues of Reading Late Modernist Schizophrenia,” 

presents phenomenology as an alternative to such abuses of the schizophrenia concept by 

cultural theorists. I begin by defining late modernism as a periodizing term useful for 

understanding the sense of belatedness that European experimental novelists like Beckett  

23 Jameson derives his concept of schizophrenia from Lacan’s theory of psychosis. Jameson over-
schematically maps this theory onto Ernest Mandel’s periodization of capitalism in Postmodernism, op. cit. 
I will discuss Lacan’s theory of psychosis at some length in my third and fifth chapters. Thanks to Rita 
Felski for pointing out that normativity plays a role in critical theory even in the work of theorists who 
argue via negativa, and for answering my question about psychoanalysis and shame about the Holocaust in 
Adorno’s writing after her November 21, 2013 lecture at the University of Pennsylvania. Contemporary 
critique, she claims, possesses an “aura of ethical and political exemplarity that burnishes its negativity 
with a normative glow” and misleadingly encourages humanities scholars “to assume that the only 
alternative to critique is a full-scale surrender to complacency, quietism, and—in literary studies—the 
intellectual fluff of aesthetic appreciation.” See Felski, “Critique and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion,” M/C 
Journal 15.1 (March 2012) <http://www.media-culture.org.au>.  For lengthier analyses of critical theory’s 
normative aspects, see Felski’s forthcoming monograph on the hermeneutics of suspicion, Axel Honneth, 
Pathologies of Reason: On the Legacy of Critical Theory, trans. James Ingram et al. (New York and West 
Sussex: Columbia UP, 2009) and Disrespect: The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, trans. John 
Farrell et al. (Cambridge, U.K., and Malden, Mass.: Polity, 2007), Bob Cannon, Rethinking the Normative 
Content of Critical Theory: Marx, Habermas, and Beyond (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave, 2001), 
and Seyla Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopia: A Study of the Foundations of Critical Theory (New 
York and London: Columbia UP, 1986). For defenses of aesthetic appreciation’s continuing relevance, see 
Alan Singer, Aesthetic Reason: Artworks and the Deliberative Ethos (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
UP, 2003) and Isobel Armstrong, The Radical Aesthetic (Oxford and Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2000).       
 
 24 On Adorno’s relationship to Beckett’s art, see Andrea Oppo, Philosophical Aesthetics and 
Samuel Beckett (Bern: Peter Lang, 2008), 85-148.   
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and Perec felt after both the Holocaust’s devastation of European ethical life and the 

achievements of such high modernist predecessors as Joyce. Rather than drawing a sharp 

line between high and late modernism, I envision novelists working in the latter paradigm 

as intensifying their predecessors’ representations of the unconscious by uncoupling such 

representations from more recognizable social reality almost entirely and thus relying on 

readers to do the historicizing work done by the more coherent characters and dynamic 

structures characteristic of high modernist fiction. Late modernist novelists, I explain, 

used their knowledge of schizophrenia to structure their storyworlds because the 

phenomenology of schizophrenia resembles the phenomenology of traumatic shame, and 

the aftermath of France’s occupation by the Nazis provides one of the most salient 

examples of shame on a collective level.    

After establishing this parallel and surveying recent theories of shame, I argue 

that immersion in such difficult storyworlds has the potential to foster two virtues in 

readers: empathy and the ability to unify fragmentary affects into emotional narratives. 

These virtues can lead to models of literary history that do not impose Enlightenment 

concepts of rational progress on periods and cultures that do not share these concepts. 

Reading late modernist schizophrenia, I conclude, cultivates receptivity to senses of 

reality different from those of most Western academics and thus prepares us to engage 

with minds and cultures different from our own as equal partners rather than discursive 

territory into which to expand Eurocentric historical models and ethical systems: with the 



20 

caveat that we can put this receptivity into practice only to the extent that academic 

institutions support such equal engagement.          

In my third chapter, “Samuel Beckett’s Shame: Schizophrenia Imitation as 

Ambivalent Response to the Joyce Circle in Watt and How It Is,” I survey Beckett’s 

knowledge of schizophrenia and experiences in France during World War II, including 

the loss of his mentor James Joyce to illness and the loss of his fellow poet, translator, 

and Resistance member Alfred Péron to the concentration camps. Beckett’s transitional 

novels Watt and How It Is, I contend, imitate the psychosis symptom projective 

identification to illustrate the difficulties of responding to wartime France’s suffering and 

degradation. Beckett’s psychotherapist Wilfred Bion defines projective identification as 

an attack on unbearably distressing reality that disintegrates emotions, splits their 

fragmentary affects from remembered objects, and reassembles the pieces in a haphazard 

fashion, thus resulting in bizarre affect. The tonal structures of these novels solicit 

readers’ desire to unify their fragmentary affects into the shame of a degraded culture by 

depicting characters who attempt to contain each other’s negative feelings but fail to do 

so because of the poverty of their worlds and the compensatory strategies available to 

them, such as projective identification and attempting to fuse with each other. By calling 

on readers to unify disorganized affects and find coherence in collapsing storyworlds, 

Beckett enacts an ethics of aesthetic failure that requires navigating a thin line between 

compulsion and a sense of ethical necessity.       
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As I explain in my fourth chapter, “Beckett after Joyce: From Autonomy to 

Authenticity after the World Wars,” Ulysses prompts the question of how to live after 

one’s parents and children have died and culture fails to reintegrate the bereaved. 

Through the figure of Leopold Bloom as both a modern everyman and a Jew ashamed of 

his alienation from his family, heritage, and fellow Dubliners, Joyce explores the tension 

between two ethical and aesthetic ideals, autonomy and authenticity, with particular 

attention to the resources modern cultures make available to renew traditions through 

narratives of atonement and how those narratives structure the fantasies of people with 

Judeo-Christian heritages like Bloom.  

While Joyce illustrates Bloom’s guilty masochistic fantasies primarily through the 

dream world of the “Circe” episode set in Dublin’s red light district, these fantasies 

continue in sublimated form in other episodes after Bloom achieves livable distance from 

them by atoning for the loss of his father to suicide and his son to infant illness. For 

Beckett writing on the other side of the Holocaust, Joyce’s vision of hard-won autonomy 

through sublimation provides an object of travesty in How It Is, a novel narrated by a 

psychotic narrator crawling through a field of mud inspired by both Dante’s Inferno and 

the concentration camps. By depicting the intimate, sadomasochistic relationship between 

the narrator and another creature of the mud world, Pim, Beckett not only travesties 

Ulysses but also assesses the possibilities for authentic expression that a collapsing world 

makes available and extends Joyce’s meditation on the fate of European Jews in the 

twentieth century.       
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My fifth and final chapter, “Georges Perec’s Degradation of the Novel after the 

Holocaust,” contrasts Perec’s flat metafictional novel La Disparition (1969), translated 

by Gilbert Adair as A Void (1994), with his emotionally rich semi-autobiographical fable 

of the Holocaust, W ou le souvenir d’enfance (1975), translated by David Bellos as W or 

The Memory of Childhood (1988). Noting the limitations of allegorical approaches to A 

Void, I explain how the novel discloses a storyworld that strains the boundary between 

exhausting linguistic play for its own sake and cultural accountability: a different 

approach to the same concerns that animate How It Is and narrated in the same mode – 

tragicomedy – but written from a closer psychological position to World War II than 

Beckett’s since Nazi Germany killed Perec’s parents during the war while Beckett’s 

family remained safe and sound in neutral Ireland.  

In A Void, Perec draws on his psychoanalytic knowledge to imitate the 

schizophrenia symptoms bizarre affect, obsession with the materiality of language, and 

extreme self-reflexivity via a zany narrator who avoids mentioning the Holocaust and 

characters who go mad, disappear, and die uncanny deaths in their efforts to find the 

source of their world’s degradation: a pathetically futile endeavor since their world does 

not contain the letter e. Foreclosing e demonstrates Perec’s debt to Freudian 

psychoanalysis since this act of foreclosure blows up Lacan’s theory of psychosis as 

foreclosure of the paternal name to monstrous proportions. When read with W, A Void 

functions as an elliptical elegy, an assessment of the Holocaust’s devastation of European 

ethical life, and part of a process of working through personal loss and connecting that 
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loss to cultural degradation. A Void thus lays the groundwork for cultural repair. In this 

way, Perec makes the deaths of his parents relevant not only to the other war orphans 

who found W an aid to coping with the deaths of their own relatives, but also to everyone 

invested in the Holocaust and its aftermath, mental illness, or literary modernism.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE VIRTUES OF READING LATE MODERNIST SCHIZOPHRENIA 

I. Late Modernist Uses of Schizophrenia to Express Shame 

Having defined schizophrenia and sketched a line between the concept’s uses and 

abuses, I classify Beckett and Perec as late modernist because they imitated 

schizophrenic experience as they understood it in response to World War II’s dissolution 

of earlier modernists’ ambitions to renew culture. The war provided a definitive marker 

of European cultural collapse after the rise of Nazism, Fascism, and Stalinism in the 

1930s had already made the modernist strategy of archiving vanishing life-worlds for the 

ages by using pre-modern traditions to structure storyworlds less tenable than during the 

1920s.1 Rather than just indexing their cultural failures, Beckett and Perec reacted against 

the more aloof approach of their predecessors with ruthless parody and a greater 

emphasis on the difficulties of expression given the exhausted techniques they worked 

with. In sum, I append the periodizing qualifier late to the aesthetic category modernism 

not in a schematic fashion, but for the sake of clarifying my authors’ place in literary 

history. Modernist art produced before World War II along with the war itself gave 

Beckett and Perec an acute sense of belatedness as artists, and their use of psychoanalytic 

knowledge to depict psychic breakdown at length pushed modernist depictions of the 

1 For a recent overview of high modernist structure in Anglo-American literature from roughly 
1910 to 1930, see Daniel T. O’Hara, “And All the Ceremonies to Come: Of High Modernism and 
Visionary Violence,” Boundary 2 38.3 (2011): 147-164.    
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unconscious to a new extreme as I will illustrate at length with my analysis of James 

Joyce’s influence on Beckett’s depiction of schizophrenia in my fourth chapter.2  

The Holocaust erupted into the history of literary modernism as an event and must 

be recognized as such in order to understand the emergence of late modernist style and 

one of its crucial components: representing bizarre psychology. The concentration camps 

cast a long shadow over even the most ostensibly solipsistic storyworlds, especially 

Beckett’s novel How It Is and Perec’s A Void, both set after a Holocaust whose impact 

their narrators struggle to express: or, in Perec’s case, avoid expressing. While I focus on 

the Holocaust as a European event, it does have both genealogical and ethical ties to the 

rest of the world: genealogical, in the fact that the British military had coined the term 

concentration camp as a bureaucratic euphemism during The Boer War (1899-1902) and 

Europeans had, well before the rise of Nazi Germany, treated many millions of Africans, 

Middle Easterners, Asians, and indigenous people as subhuman if not the targets of 

extermination plans; ethical, in the legacy of genocide after the 1940s, from the countries 

of former Yugoslavia to Rwanda and Darfur.3 Still, the Holocaust remains unique in its 

scale, systematic nature, and intra-European, anti-Semitic character. It bears repeating 

2 For an argument that literature scholars’ efforts to expand their periods (to the exclusion of 
pursuing rigorously interdisciplinary and cross-cultural methodologies) have more to do with professional 
rivalries than writing accurate, relevant literary history, see Eric Hayot, On Literary Worlds (Oxford and 
New York: Oxford UP, 2012), 147-160.    

3 For a discussion of literary shame about colonialism, see Timothy Bewes, The Event of 
Postcolonial Shame (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton UP, 2011). This is not the place for quantitative 
comparisons of atrocities due to my focus on the Holocaust’s impact on European culture in qualitative 
terms. Readers interested in such data should consult Matthew White, Atrocities: The 100 Deadliest 
Episodes in Human History (New York: Norton, 2013), and, for a focus on twentieth-century Europe and 
the Soviet Union, Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: A History of the World 1914-1991 (New York: 
Vintage, 1996) and Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (New York: Penguin, 2005).    
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that figures central to modernist artists and scholars of modernism like Marx, Freud, and 

Wittgenstein were Jews regardless of their conflicted attitudes toward their Jewishness, 

and the Nazis associated the modernist culture they despised with Jewishness.4   

I thus agree with Vicki Mahaffey that the Holocaust compels literary historians to 

both date the end of European modernism as a dominant literary force in the 1940s and, 

in order to use the concept to discuss postwar European literature, broaden it to an ethos 

of using formal experimentation “to grapple more immediately with an increasingly 

dynamic and contradictory reality” (67). In other words, formal inventiveness and 

authenticity are necessary features of modernist literature after World War II, though 

modernism remains a controversial term both with regard to the institutional work it does 

and its cultural politics. For example, the scholar of modern Chinese culture Eric Hayot 

has made a timely point that modernism as an aesthetic category tends to remain centered 

on Europe regardless of efforts to expand it to include other continents, and I have 

followed his advice in making the Eurocentric nature of my project explicit (4-5). The 

centrality of Europe to my project is not a manifestation of unexamined ideology, but 

rather a logical extension of my focus on the Holocaust, Irish and French writers who 

lived in Paris, and a diagnostic category invented by German and Swiss psychiatrists.  

I consider Beckett’s mature prose style late modernist because it interrogates the 

sensibility of interwar modernist fiction and intensifies its techniques by turning 

unreliable narrators into narrators bordering on incoherence, dissolving multiple points of 

                                                 
 4 On conceptualizations of psychoanalysis as a Jewish discipline by its opponents, see Stephen 
Frosh, Hate and the “Jewish Science”: Anti-Semitism, Nazism, and Psychoanalysis (Houndmills and New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).      
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view into hallucinatory voices experienced by a single narrator, and ratcheting up the 

level of alienation to the point where symbolic integration of the storyworld becomes 

impossible.5 Yet his characters’ struggle for authentic expression enables readers to 

integrate their worlds affectively, if not symbolically, producing tonal structures 

resembling ghostly aftereffects of prewar modernist storyworlds, not unlike Arnold 

Schoenberg’s atonal music as an echo of Romantic compositions’ Sturm und Drang. In 

other words, Beckett’s storyworlds are not hermetic systems, though they do contain such 

systems. The storyworlds are never as rule-bound as Schoenberg’s dodecaphonic 

compositions and the most rigidly constrained literary works produced by the 

postmodernist Oulipo movement, for example, because of Beckett’s commitment to 

representing lived experience in a manner responsive to postwar culture rather than 

sequestered from it like the play with technique for the sake of playing with technique 

characteristic of postmodernism in its purest form.6  

Perec’s late modernism stands out when we compare him to his postmodernist 

contemporary, the American fiction writer Donald Barthelme (1931-1989). While a 

Barthelme collage story like “The Indian Uprising” (1968) spins out non sequiturs to 

depict urban violence as a whimsical free-for-all bordering on anhedonia, Perec portrays 

1968 Paris as a world of subversive enjoyment unmoored from one of the most important 

5 For a discussion of Beckett’s early writing as late modernist that does not address the Holocaust, 
see Tyrus Miller, Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the Arts between the World Wars (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: U of California P, 1999), 169-206.   

6 On the problems inherent in categorizing Beckett as a postmodernist writer, see Duncan McColl 
Chesney, “Beckett, Minimalism, and the Question of Postmodernism,” Modernism/Modernity 19.4 (Nov. 
2012): 637-655 and H. Porter Abbott, Beckett Writing Beckett: The Author in the Autograph (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell UP, 1996), 23-51. For an overview of the Oulipo, see chapter five.   
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tasks facing Europeans in the generation after the war: assessing the Holocaust’s impact 

on their culture. Perec’s storyworld, constructed without the letter e, dramatizes an 

exhausting struggle to mourn an event that dissolved the rituals necessary to mourn it 

rather than just experimenting with the technical possibilities that dissolution affords, as 

Barthleme does. In other words, Perec’s fiction has a critical edge – an attenuated one, 

but there all the same – that Barthelme’s lacks.  

While I agree with Jameson that late modernists had a greater sense of immediate 

predecessors than their modernist forebears did and thus felt less free to write as the heirs 

of much earlier literary traditions, he misses an important nuance when he argues that late 

modernist writers fetishize the media in which they work because “the structure of the 

form is known in advance, as a given and as a set of requirements to which the raw 

empiricities of the content already selected in advance must dutifully submit” (Singular 

208). This vision of fiction as sausage-making as opposed to fiction as discovery has 

some truth to it. After all, Perec wrote A Void by filling up 26 chapters minus the fifth 

one, thus turning the e missing from his novel’s texture into a structuring principle 

mirroring his restricted alphabet, and How It Is features a narrator who clings to the basic 

structure “before Pim with Pim after Pim” like a talisman to ward off total psychic 

disintegration (3).  

But language is not just any medium; it suffuses our bodies to constitute our 

identities and the ethical substance of our communities, on the one hand, political 

institutions, on the other, and the tension between the two that is the stuff of modern 
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narrative, despite the presence of abstract global forces like capital on which Jameson and 

other Western Marxists focus. Ethics and ideology critique are not mutually exclusive. I 

will focus on the former since critiquing ideology was not a primary concern for my 

novelists, who used their fiction to cope with Nazism’s effects on culture. The sheer scale 

of the Nazis’ violence made it difficult to hide and thus uncover, though making sense of 

that violence remains an enormous task. Interrogating the close connection between 

language and life-world does not amount to fetishism, and late modernist novelists like 

Beckett and Perec stand apart from the perverse strategies dramatized in their novels with 

varying degrees of distance. Jameson’s form/content distinction discounts the mediation 

of characters who sometimes submit to these strategies, but never dutifully.   

Like Joyce before them, Beckett and Perec use their fiction to ask a common 

question: To what extent is shame, and thus cultural renewal, possible after the world 

wars? Philosophers from Aristotle to Phil Hutchinson and psychologists like Silvan 

Tomkins have posited shame as central to learning from failure, thus indicating that a 

world without shame loses its capacity for transformation by those who dwell in it. As the 

world wars rendered the Nietzschean project of creating new values increasingly 

quixotic, the question of renewing extant values by suturing storyworlds to them took on 

greater importance for experimental novelists committed to interrogating the possibilities 

their worlds made available.7  

                                                 
7 For a longer consideration of Joyce’s relationship to Nietzsche, see Sam Slote, Joyce’s 

Nietzschean Ethics (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).  
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Both traumatic shame and severe schizophrenia can make the body conspicuous, 

alienate people from their cultures, and disintegrate structures of salience and belonging 

that make sustained relationships and projects possible. While schizophrenia’s 

disturbance of the person’s sense of self and world is more extreme than that of shame, 

Beckett and Perec wrote during the unprecedented period of World War II and its 

aftermath, so their use of schizophrenic narrators makes sense as a defamiliarizing 

device. My conception of shame is most indebted to the philosopher of emotion Phil 

Hutchinson, who defines shame as the feeling of inadequacy caused by alienation from 

one’s Bildung, that is, the identity derived from one’s enculturation into a community, 

when new circumstances make that Bildung irrelevant (Hutchinson 133-137). In 

modernity, novels play a key role in that enculturation, often by thematizing it, as in the 

bildungsroman, thus making the novel a practical vehicle for expressing shame. People 

feel shame in response to failed projects and the negative self-conceptions about their 

development that accompany failure, the contempt and disgust of others that cause those 

self-conceptions, and the foreclosed possibilities for relating to other people that 

accompany the humiliation of their communities.8 When one’s entire Bildung becomes 

the object of shame, that is, the warp and woof of the ethos that runs through a 

community’s actions, rejoining the community requires its renewal since its institutions 

8 For a comprehensive account of shame’s role in self-formation that builds on Silvan Tomkins’s 
work, see Donald Nathanson, Shame and Pride: Affect, Sex, and the Birth of the Self (New York and 
London: Norton, 1992), 134-214. While shame manifests itself differently across different cultures, a cross-
cultural analysis of shame is beyond the scope of this chapter. For such analyses, see Sara Ahmed, The 
Cultural Politics of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2004) and Paul C. Rosenblatt, “Shame and Death in 
Cultural Context,” in The Shame of Death, Grief, and Trauma, ed. Jeffrey Kauffman (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2010), 113-140. In keeping with my focus on European modernism, my work assumes 
highly individuated shame manifestations. 
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themselves, rather than their aberrant actions, cause shame. In other words, both the 

ashamed person and the community must “fail better” (Beckett, Poems 471).  

Drawing on the work of the American psychologist Silvan Tomkins, the 

psychiatrist Donald Nathanson argues that shame can teach people about their own 

abilities provided that they trust in their community’s potential to reintegrate them:   

If you were going to design a system capable of learning from experience 
and educating itself, you might as well build in the capacity to magnify 
failure. Shame augments our memory of failure and protects us from 
whatever danger might occur, when, in a moment of need, we might try 
something well beyond our capacity. An intelligent organism will avoid 
what might produce pain unless there are compelling reasons to accept 
that noxious reward. Near the end of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 64 the speaker 
comments, “Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate.” So shame is a teacher, 
often drawing us within ourselves to think deeply about the self. (211)    
 

Shame does two things to the ashamed person. It reinforces her investment in her Bildung 

by amplifying her perception of her own inadequacy in lights of its values, then 

magnifies her sense of alienation from the situation that caused her shame. If the shaming 

situation occupies a central place in her lived experience – that is, by involving people or 

cultural practices that make her everyday activities intelligible – this alienation can 

spread to her entire Bildung, thus creating a space that enables reflection on it.9 

According to the psychologist Jeffrey Kauffman, grief causes shame when bereaved 

people feel “powerlessness/helplessness in face of death” (4). Because the intelligibility 
                                                 
 9 This structure of shame resembles what Heidegger counterintuitively calls existential guilt, a 
sense of inability to take responsibility for one’s thrownness into being, i.e. the historical and cultural 
situatedness of one’s existence. People deliberate about what makes the most sense to do as opposed to 
remaining in the flow of involvement with our projects and the roles we play in our cultures, Heidegger 
claims, during experiences of breakdown in our projects and, on a larger scale, cultural collapse. See Being 
and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: HarperPerennial, 2008), 325-
335/280-289. All citations of Being and Time pages follow the convention of citing the English pages first, 
then the corresponding German ones separated by a forward slash, like this: English/German.    
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of their world was rooted in people now dead or practices now made impossible, the 

bereaved person’s shame can open up spaces for sustained reflection, even as it threatens 

to engulf her in melancholy when reintegration into a culture seems pointless or 

impossible. The onset of World War II, a massive trauma for cultures around the globe, 

humiliated the coterie that supported Beckett’s writing by dissolving it and casting radical 

doubt on the value of modernist artistic practices. The enculturation of modernist 

novelists through small circles of intellectuals not only gave them expressive resources, 

but it also heightened their vulnerability to the shame of cultural collapse.  

 Given recent critiques of affect theories indebted to Silvan Tomkins, my 

association of shame with cultural breakdown might seem strange. The historian of 

science Ruth Leys has produced the most sustained critique of such theories. I admire the 

rigor of her argument, informed as it is by thorough knowledge of psychoanalysis, 

clinical psychology after World War II, and neuroscience, but I disagree with her about 

its implications, namely that Tomkins’s theory has no merit and that building on it, like 

the affect theory of Gilles Deleuze, entails a romantic account of affects as “prior to 

intentions, meanings, reasons, and beliefs” and thus somehow less "tainted" by culture 

than cognition and bodily drives (“Turn” 437).10 While I draw on the work of Tomkins 

                                                 
 10 For the richest humanities debate about affect theory published as of 2014, see Ruth Leys, “The 
Turn to Affect, a Critique,” Critical Inquiry 37.3 (Spring 2011): 434-472, William E. Connolly’s reply, 
“The Complexity of Intention,” Critical Inquiry 37.4 (Summer 2011): 791-798, Leys, “Affect and 
Intention: A Reply to William E. Connolly,” Critical Inquiry 37.4 (Summer 2011): 799-805, Adam Frank 
and Elizabeth A. Wilson, “Like-Minded,” Critical Inquiry 38.4 (Summer 2012): 870-877, Charles Altieri, 
“Affect, Intentionality, and Cognition: A Response to Ruth Leys,” Critical Inquiry 38.4 (Summer 2012): 
878-881, and Ruth Leys, “Facts and Moods: Reply to My Critics,” Critical Inquiry 38.4 (Summer 2012): 
882-891. However, none of the participants in this debate cite a single volume of Oxford University Press’s 
International Perspectives in Philosophy and Psychiatry series (2003-present), which combines the science 
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and his followers, I do so because empirical research on infants’ facial expression of 

affects informs it, and it provides a rich typology of affects provided we conceptualize 

that typology as a heuristic rather than an immutable taxonomy. However, I agree with 

Leys that these researchers’ aspirations to describing affects’ manifestations in all human 

beings beneath their culturally constituted subjectivity, and therefore aspects of human 

experience more universal than subjectivity, are problematic, especially Tomkins’s 

contention that evolution has hardwired nine discrete affects into all human bodies: 

affects combinable with each other, cognitive patterns, and drives in countless 

permutations, but discrete all the same (Tomkins 33-74; Leys, From 144-150).11  

 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, who introduced Tomkins’s work to 

humanists and social scientists outside the mental health professions in 1995 with their 

selection from his four-volume magnum opus Affect, Imagery, Consciousness (1963-

1992), did so to provide an alternative to the “reflexive antibiologism” characteristic of 

                                                                                                                                                 
of the embodied mind with the conceptual clarity characteristic of analytic philosophy and the ambition of 
continental philosophy. As I will explain further below, a productive way to understand how a system as 
complex as human affect works is to examine such systems in states of breakdown, as in mental disorder, 
and damaged components, as in developmental disorder. Such arguments about affect involve disclosure as 
their primary structure rather than the assessments of validity that characterize the Critical Inquiry debate, 
though both the disclosure arguments and the validity arguments entail defenses of their presuppositions’ 
truth claims with evidence, scientific or otherwise. Developmental disorders like autism can also feature 
especially high-functioning components and differences irreducible to deficit models, but they do involve 
deficits that cause distress and impairment in tandem with social responses to those deficits.       
 
 11 For a critique of such evolutionary explanations of affects as tightly bound up with enculturation 
as shame is, see D.M.T. Fessler, “Shame in Two Cultures: Implications for Evolutionary Approaches,” 
Journal of Cognition and Culture 4.2 (2004): 207-262. On the problems inherent in the claims to 
universality made by the behavioral sciences, a group of disciplines that originated mostly in Europe and its 
former colonies and has tended to recruit research subjects from narrow sets of the planet’s population, see 
the psychologists Joseph Henrich, Steven J. Heine, and Ara Norenzayan, “The Weirdest People in the 
World?” Behavioral and Brain Sciences (2010) 33: 61-135. On similar issues in psychiatry, see the section 
“Ten weird things about Western psychiatry” in John Z. Sadler, Values and Psychiatric Diagnosis, op. cit., 
267-276.    
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the linguistic turn and such scholars’ tendency to interpret texts via “binarized, highly 

moralistic allegories of the subversive versus the hegemonic, resistance versus power” 

(16). This binary approach has, indeed, grown stale as an end in and of itself because it 

restricts the sensibility and agency of readers. Sedgwick and Frank’s call for reading 

literature as expressive of affects distinguished by their place on a continuum of duration 

and intensity has helped me hone my methodology to describe subtle modulations of tone 

in the novels I discuss, and literature students find thinking in continuums productive as 

evidenced by a recent example: the sophisticated writing that emerged from my fiction 

students’ discussions of comic characters’ places on a spectrum of reader responses, from 

anger to laughter to admiration, based on how those characters respond to their feelings 

of shame, from projecting it onto others to harmless avoidance to working through it. 

Students found this approach refreshing because it did not reduce artists to ideologues, 

unwitting or otherwise.             

 However, Leys is correct that Sedgwick and Frank’s reaction against the linguistic 

turn does not justify adherence to an organicist account of the affects based on outdated 

science (From 147-148). Sedgwick and Frank find the fact that Tomkins worked before 

sophisticated neuroimaging technologies emerged in the 1990s fruitful for cultural theory 

because his systems theory approach allows non-scientists to understand relationships 

among different systems, such as the binary drives posited by psychoanalysis, the binary 

linguistic structures involved in cognition, and the analogue affects posited by Tomkins, 

without wading into the dense specificity of neurological processes (12-14). At the same 
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time, the complexity of these permutations leads Sedgwick to exalt shame as “a means 

for ensuring each identity’s absolute difference from the other” as opposed to 

poststructuralism’s emphasis on exposing the perpetuation of disempowering identities 

(Leys, From 153). My association of shame with Bildung prevents this utopianism of 

encountering each individual’s absolute singularity.12 While neuroscience remains 

beyond the scope of this dissertation given my focus on virtual persons rather than 

nervous systems, the embodied character of human personhood does anchor the affects in 

a much weaker form of species-based universalism than that theorized by Tomkins and 

his followers, who provide a useful phenomenology of affect but a flawed ontology.13     

As one of the most social affects, shame involves the self’s position in its culture. 

Shame is always directed at some aspect of the enculturated self as such, as opposed to 

guilt, which responds to particular actions. While the guilty person can resolve to atone 

for illegal or immoral actions and behave differently, the ashamed person can strive to 

become a better person, which entails more radical self-transformation. While shame and 

guilt often accompany each other, they are different emotions that prompt different 

responses. In a lucid definition compatible with my project, the philosophers Julien A. 

                                                 
 12 For a measured critique of Sedgwick’s utopian use of Tomkins’s affect theory, see Clare 
Hemmings, “Invoking Affect: Cultural Theory and the Ontological Turn,” Cultural Studies 19.5 (Sept. 
2005): 548-567.  
 
 13 For an overview of the contemporary neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp’s affect theory, see Giovanni 
Stanghellini and René Rosfort, Emotions and Personhood: Exploring Fragility  – Making Sense of 
Vulnerability (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2013), 115-129. See also Panksepp, Affective 
Neuroscience: The Foundations of Human and Animal Emotions (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 
1998) and Panksepp and Lucy Biven, The Archaeology of Mind: Neuroevolutionary Origins of Human 
Emotions (New York and London: Norton, 2012). Panksepp addresses Ruth Leys’s concerns about 
theorists detaching affect from subjectivity and thus from critical thinking and aesthetic judgment. See 
Leys, “Facts and Moods,” op. cit., 889.     
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Deonna, Raffaele Rodogno, and Fabrice Teroni call shame “the very personal and painful 

experience of being unable to honor the demands consubstantial with being attached to 

certain values” (xii). Shame helps us understand not only our abilities, but also what we 

most care about, even through our largely pre-reflective habits. In other words, a primary 

source of shame unmentioned by Tomkins is inauthenticity. His romantic ontology, with 

its implicit endorsement of the body’s immediate response to stimuli as the source of 

authenticity, obscures the explicit concept of authenticity on which I rely: living with 

wholehearted commitments one can actualize via projects that articulate values 

recognizable by other people, whether members of one’s community and historical period 

or others.  

This concept of authenticity comes from the philosopher Somogy Varga, who has 

critiqued the “inner sense” model of authenticity stemming from Rousseau and the 

“productionist” model formulated by Nietzsche in favor of an account that emphasizes “a 

collective horizon of significance” that constrains individual projects even as it enables 

them by providing means of articulating values, such as language and literary genre (83, 

102).14 For Varga,    

                                                 
14 In Authenticity as an Ethical Ideal (New York and London: Routledge, 2012), 7, Somogy Varga 

elaborates on the distinction between Rousseau and Nietzsche’s models of authenticity and his own, a more 
relational modification of Heidegger’s: “Rather than being about the uniqueness of the self, discovered 
(inner sense) or created (productionism), authenticity is connected to the (wholehearted) manner in which 
we engage with our lives, integrating our lives by projects that we wholeheartedly endorse.” Because of its 
focus on integration and the adverbial aspect of human practices and identities, i.e. the manner in which 
people approach them, Varga’s model of authenticity is germane to affective accounts of schizophrenia 
since this disorder involves the disintegration of lived experience and the uncoupling of affects from the 
social world. These symptoms make wholehearted engagement in projects difficult to varying degrees 
depending on the severity of the particular case, the effectiveness of treatment, and the schizophrenic 
person’s level of social support.        
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While authenticity is about being responsive to what really matters to us, 
such self-responsiveness goes via inter-subjectively constituted values and 
orientations. Far from being about an intra-subjective relation to our 
‘inner,’ [e.g. immediate experiences of affect] authenticity is about 
articulating goods from a collective horizon by way of a commitment 
which requires responsiveness to these more or less locally constituted 
goods. (161)  

 
When divorced from any project of manifesting values in the world or developing the 

abilities and character traits necessary to carry out such a project, commitment to values 

remains a fantasy. Writers self-conscious about language’s enculturating role and its 

inextricability from selfhood, especially the articulation of values, position themselves to 

express the shame of their linguistic communities. Radical transformations of storyworlds 

in late modernist fiction refract similar transformations in the worlds dwelled in by the 

writers that create these storyworlds, and representations of collapsing subjectivity 

express shame by disclosing the transformed storyworlds. When narrators resist 

disclosing worlds shot through with traumatic shame, their failure calls empathic readers 

to finish the job.15   

 While I rely on Tomkins and his followers along with philosophers of emotion for 

my phenomenology of shame, my argument depends on explaining how responsiveness 

to collective values emerges in individuals, i.e. how culture fuses with the bodies of 

human animals in the first place. Psychoanalysis has the advantage of informing my 

novelists and providing some of the most thorough accounts, though its tendency toward 

                                                 
 15 I am in sympathy with Nikolas Kompridis’s account of critique’s disclosing function, Critique 
and Disclosure: Critical Theory between Past and Future (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology P, 2006).       
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tribalism throughout its history of splitting into many schools leads me to take an eclectic 

approach that synthesizes Lacan’s emphasis on the formation of bodily drives and 

reflective distance from them through language acquisition with the relational 

psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin’s theory of acquiring the trust necessary for 

intersubjectivity.16  

 Lacan argues that infants must internalize the guilt inherent in paternal prohibition 

to transition from pleasure-driven animals to value-motivated subjects. For Lacan, the 

paternal function founds the infant’s subjectivity by prohibiting incommunicative 

oneness, first with his primary caregiver (traditionally his mother), then with the fantasy 

of wholeness offered by his body image reflected in the mirror, which Lacan calls the 

Imaginary.17 In a single-parent household, the paternal function might operate as a 

composite figure made up of the primary caregiver’s employer and lover(s) since they 

                                                 
 16 While a defense of psychoanalysis as such remains beyond the scope of this dissertation, 
interested readers should consult Stephen Frosh, For and Against Psychoanalysis, 2nd ed. (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2006) and Psychoanalysis outside the Clinic: Interventions in Psychosocial Studies 
(Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). Frosh’s explanation of psychoanalysis’s tendency 
toward tribalism as a result of the close bonds new psychoanalysts form with their mentors during their 
training analyses makes sense to me, though I have only passing familiarity with clinical psychoanalysis (as 
opposed to theoretical) from reading about it and discussing it with psychoanalysts. See Frosh, A Brief 
Introduction to Psychoanalytic Theory (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 16-27.        
 
 17 In Feelings (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), 72, Stephen Frosh summarizes Lacan’s 
theory of this imaginary holistic space with clarity and accuracy: “. . . the imaginary is an order of fantasy 
in Lacanian thought; it is a kind of narcissistic realm in which we act as if we are whole and can find the 
true meaning of our lives, when in fact what we are embedded in is a fragmentary world in which there are 
splits and fissures, contradictions and impossibilities. So, for example, it is ‘imaginary’ to feel that one is in 
an absolute relationship with another person in which perfect understanding and love can be achieved.”  
The Imaginary conflates love and possession, in other words. For most scholars conversant with cultural 
studies, even those who have read no other text by Lacan, his major essay on the Imaginary, “The Mirror 
Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” has become so canonical 
that paraphrasing its argument at greater length seems unnecessary. See Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New 
York and London: Norton, 2006), 75-81.      
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take the caregiver away from his or her child. The paternal function operates in all three 

registers of subjectivity, two of which I will focus on here: the Symbolic and the Real. 

The symbolic father, also known as the Name-of-the-Father, structures the symbolic 

system by providing rules for communication that limit individual enjoyment of 

language, like baby talk. It thus founds the unconscious by prohibiting some forms of 

enjoyment and giving the subject reasons to repress desires for them: both fear of 

punishment and desire for the relationships made possible by communication.  

 As a feminist committed to relational models of personhood, I find Lacan’s 

choice of a paternal metaphor for the process of suturing the infant to social identity 

problematic both politically and philosophically: an unfortunate holdover of his oft-

touted return to Freud. If he intended to parody patriarchy with the term, then his parody 

falls flat since philosophical anthropology is not a genre that makes parody easy to 

recognize. However, the Name-of-the-Father is an appropriate metaphor for my authors, 

all men familiar with Freudian psychoanalysis, including the patriarchal aspects of its 

gender politics.18 Hence the reader should keep this caveat in mind whenever I use the 

term. Heidegger’s gender-neutral term for-the-sake-of-which, “the relation between the 

larger scale projects in which we are engaged and the self-understandings that motivate 

them” (Blattner 64), describes a similar function of making activity meaningful by 

                                                 
 18 For a feminist critique of Lacan’s positing of the Oedipus complex as “a ‘transcendental’ 
structure constitutive of subjectivity as such,” see Peter Dews, “The Crisis of Oedipal Identity: The Early 
Lacan and the Frankfurt School,” in Psychoanalysis in Contexts: Paths between Theory and Modern 
Culture, ed. Anthony Elliott and Stephen Frosh (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 57-69. For an 
overview of Lacan’s relationship to feminism, see Deborah Luepnitz, “Beyond the Phallus: Lacan and 
Feminism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Lacan, ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2006), 221-237.   
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suturing it to social identity, but I will continue using Lacan’s term to foreground my 

authors’ familiarity with psychoanalysis.          

Coming to terms with the paternal function enables the subject to desire a telos 

and pursue social fulfillment rather than sinking into the excessive drive pleasure 

(jouissance) of pursuing oneness with images of wholeness reflected in other people, 

Lacan’s conception of psychosis in the 1950s: an externalized unconscious, in other 

words. In literary texts, the paternal function stops the proliferation of meaning and 

connects it to the social world through devices like the leitmotif, thus putting a break on 

the jouissance inherent in linguistic play divorced from meaning and thus 

communicability to others (Seminar III 92-97). In Ulysses (1922), for example, Homer’s 

Odyssey plays the role of the Name-of-the-Father because it structures Joyce’s formal 

experiments by linking them to a Western literary tradition conceptualized as beginning 

with Homer and preventing his wordplay from becoming pure glossolalia by connecting 

it to themes: heroism, wandering, homecoming, etc.   

Accepting the Name-of-the-Father lends the arbitrary symbolic system 

significance, thus transforming it into the real father, a force, not necessarily male, that 

castrates the child by separating him from his identification with the image of wholeness 

supported by his primary caregiver.19 This act of substitution provides the prototype of 

                                                 
 19 Lacan discusses the Name-of-the-Father and the paternal function throughout The Seminar of 
Jacques Lacan: Book III, The Psychoses 1955-1956. trans. Russell Grigg, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New 
York and London: Norton, 1993). See also “On a Question Preliminary to Any Possible Treatment of 
Psychosis” in Lacan, Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New York and London: Norton, 2006), 445-488, “The 
Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious,” in Écrits, 671-702, 
“On Freud’s ‘Trieb’ and the Psychoanalyst’s Desire,” in Écrits, 722-725, and Lacan, Television: A 
Challenge to the Psychoanalytic Establishment, trans. Denis Hollier, Rosalind Krauss, Annette Michelson, 
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sublimation, “the satisfaction of the drive with a change of object, that is, without 

repression,” as in the creation of art (Seminar VII 293).20 Lacan uses linguistics to update 

this Freudian formulation so that it includes cultural practices that violate existing norms. 

He thus valorizes avant-garde art and new ideas of the good as ethical objects: “the 

properly metonymic relation between one signifier and another that we call desire is not a 

new object or a previous object, but the change of object in itself” (293, my emphasis). 

This dynamic ethics calls for sublimating rule-bound structures when they start 

promoting inertia by standing in the way of the subject’s potential for flourishing. For 

Lacan, the telos ought to continuously recede into the horizon in order to promote desire 

that manifests itself in creative practices. The ethical subject’s pursuit of flourishing 

involves withdrawing investment from the real father, thus reducing it to an arbitrary 

system, and reinvesting potential in a new, more complex Name-of-the-Father, thus 

transforming it into a new real father.21  

                                                                                                                                                 
and Jeffrey Mehlman, ed. Joan Copjec (New York and London: Norton, 1990), 81-95. My synthesis of 
Lacan’s theories of the paternal function relies on Dylan Evans’s Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian 
Psychoanalysis (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 61-63.  

 
 20 A contemporary psychiatrist influenced by Freud, George E. Vaillant, also considers 
sublimation a mature, ethical strategy for coping with loss and frustration. See Vaillant, The Wisdom of the 
Ego (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 1993), 68-69, 223, 329.     
   
 21 For an illustration of how this process works in the modernist bildungsroman, see Sheldon 
Brivic, “The Disjunctive Structure of Joyce’s Portrait,” in James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man, 2nd ed., ed. R. Brandon Kershner (Boston and New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2006), 279-298, 
particularly the table on 291, which charts Stephen Dedalus’s development. Each new real father elevates a 
new object into the sublime, which Stephen then desublimates into its banal materiality along with turning 
the object’s real father back into an arbitrary system and absorbing its sense-making power into himself: 
“Each phase contributes to the next one even though they contradict each other. After he is shaken loose 
from his prior mother by the paternal reality principle, he enters a world of naturalistic disorder, the 
mother’s body without form. When he realizes his new idea of mother as freedom at the end, he 
reconsolidates his focus onto images that are microscopically close, intensely desired.” Stephen escapes 
this Madonna/whore cycle, Brivic claims in op. cit., 296-297, by making creativity itself his sublime object, 
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In aesthetic terms, sublime objects become themes that artists can use in sustained 

ways, as in courtly love poetry, with its impossible quests for a beloved made sublime by 

her inaccessibility, but a fit object of desire since she is not divine (Seminar VII 161-163). 

The Divine Comedy provides a relevant example. The structure of Thomas Aquinas’s 

eschatology and cosmology, which Dante personalizes by inserting pagan and political 

figures and adding complexity, elevates his beloved Beatrice into a sublime object.22 

Beckett’s first novel, Dream of Fair to Middling Women (written 1932, published 1992), 

provides a post-romantic revision of the courtly love conceit, as the whimsically sardonic 

title makes evident. In post-romantic mode, Lacan emphasizes the mythical, arbitrary 

nature of the paternal function. He approvingly paraphrases Freud: “. . . in human history 

the recognition of the function of the Father is a sublimation that is essential to the 

opening up of a spirituality that represents something new, a step forward in the 

apprehension of reality as such” (Seminar VII 181). Hence Lacan, like W.B. Yeats and 

the young Beckett, promotes a modernist ethos by suggesting that artists and 

philosophers renew symbolic systems and thus attempt to prevent this sense of spiritual 

                                                                                                                                                 
rather than materiality projected onto women: “. . . he sees that his thoughts about women were not his 
thoughts, that his misogyny is something alien and phantasmatic that has been implanted in him by a 
pernicious symbolic order . . . He aims to re-form human consciousness by bringing a new awareness of the 
mind through self-exploration.” For broader accounts of the modernist bildungsroman, see Jed Esty, 
Unseasonable Youth, op. cit., and Gregory Castle, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman (Gainesville: UP 
of Florida, 2006). Thanks to Shelly Brivic for pointing me toward Castle’s book.           
 
 22 For an interpretation of Dante’s renewal of Christian caritas as disclosing a new world for his 
readers, see Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorance Kelly’s discussion of The Divine Comedy in All Things 
Shining: Reading the Western Classics to Find Meaning in a Secular Age (New York, London, Toronto, 
Sydney, and New Delhi: Free Press, 2011), 108-120.  
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potential from calcifying into rigid norms, like those on display in the Inferno.23 In his 

discussion of Proustian involuntary memory, Beckett says that  

It restores, not merely the past object, but the Lazarus that it charmed or 
tortured, not merely Lazarus and the object, but more because less, more 
because it abstracts the useful, the opportune, the accidental, because in its 
flame it has consumed Habit and all its works, and in its brightness 
revealed what the mock reality of experience never can and never will 
reveal—the real. (Poems 523)   
 

Beckett echoes Walter Pater, here, and describes the work of the modernist novelist in 

terms that resemble Lacanian analysis, which encourages the analysand to reform her 

subjectivity around a new object of desire by revealing patterns of symptoms through 

unconscious – involuntary – gaps in her reflection on past experience.       

The Name-of-the-Father is an apt term for the paternal function in communities 

quilted together by ideals of utility, in which children often take on their fathers’ names 

and, with them, notions of respectability premised on labor that increases the happiness 

                                                 
 23 See Yeats’s essay “The Symbolism of Poetry” (1900) in Modernism: An Anthology of Sources 
and Documents, ed. Vassiliki Kolocotroni, Jane Goldman, and Olga Taxidou (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 
1998), 137-138: “I doubt indeed if the crude circumstances of the world, which seems to create all our 
emotions, does more than reflect, as in multiplying mirrors, the emotions that have come to solitary men in 
moments of poetical contemplation; or that love itself would be more than an animal hunger but for the 
poet and his shadow the priest, for unless we believe that outer things are the reality, we must believe that 
the gross is the shadow of the subtle, that things are wise before they become foolish, and secret before they 
cry out in the market-place.” Lacan’s aesthetics differ from Yeats’s because they rely more on Aristotle 
than Plato, and Lacan’s ethics are more egalitarian. As Lacan makes clear in his discussion of the gaze in 
Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan, ed. Jacques-Alain 
Miller (New York and London: Norton, 1998), 67-122, he considers identification with Great Men a 
complacent perversion. I largely agree with Freud and Dante (and thus disagree with opponents of 
subjectivity as such like Deleuze and Guattari) that “Since a child turns instinctively to anything pleasant, 
knowing no better, it will pursue valueless pleasures excessively and exclusively unless properly schooled.” 
See Archibald T. MacAllister, Introduction to the Purgatorio, in The Divine Comedy, trans. John Ciardi 
(New York: New American Library, 2003), 282. Provided that we dismiss romantic irrationalism, the 
controversy inheres in adumbrating the instincts of the human animal and defining proper education.          
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of other members of their communities.24 Values like utility play a role in organizing 

people’s activity, and thus their sense of embodiment. Beckett’s family passed on such a 

value system to him, in part by indicating that his chosen vocation of experimental writer 

amounted to self-indulgent enjoyment, which Beckett perversely embraces in his early 

fiction. For example, a publisher’s reader who turned down his novel Watt (1953) in 1946 

justified his decision by noting that “what appears to us as his [Beckett’s] perversity is so 

considerable that we find outselves [sic] unable to make an offer” (qtd. in Thurston 137). 

In other words, according to the publisher’s reader, Beckett’s contempt for the 

expectations of readers, even those familiar with modernist techniques, merit’s Watt’s 

exclusion from their recognition and from financial support.   

Sublimating mental illness, that is, using it to measure one’s distance from ideal 

rationality, usually compensates for anxiety about one’s own irrationality. When 

rationality becomes instrumental and normative rather than ideal, as Lennard J. Davis 

argues that it did over the course of the nineteenth century (1-7), the indistinctness 

characteristic of anxiety transforms into guilt about one’s own relationship to normative 

institutions, such as the wider relevance of those institutions or one’s adherence to their 

norms. Guilt lends itself well to symptoms, such as projection of irrationality onto others, 

because it focuses on closed circuits of rule-breaking and compensation rather than open-

                                                 
 24 In The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book VII, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 1959-1960, trans. 
Dennis Porter, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York and London: Norton, 1992), 230, Lacan links utility to 
the pleasure of prohibition rather than meeting natural human needs: “There is a fact observed in 
experience that one always has to remember in analysis, namely, what is meant by defending one’s goods is 
one and the same thing as forbidding oneself from enjoying them. The sphere of the goods erects a strong 
wall across the path of our desire.”  
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ended structures of possibility, the source of shame before norms get layered over these 

structures. Lacan calls such patterns of guilty transgression and compensation 

perversions not because of their objects or their behavior, but because of their structure of 

circling around norms rather than pursuing desires for flourishing (Evans 141-142). In 

other words, the commitment to public goods immanent to the structure of authenticity 

becomes externalized in perversion (Varga 122).  

Charlie Kaufman and Spike Jonze’s film Adaptation (2002) provides an impish 

example of artistic perversion. This metafictional film about flourishing depicts the 

screenwriter Charlie Kaufman struggling to adapt the literary journalist Susan Orlean’s 

memoir The Orchid Thief (1998), which he admires so much that he savors every line. 

His masturbatory fantasies of wholeness, which involve Orlean calling him a genius in 

the midst of intercourse, compensate for his writing difficulties with the Hollywood norm 

of genius defined as marketable productivity and rewarded with fame, wealth, and sex. In 

his fantasy, he completely coincides with what he believes his culture wants of him, thus 

elevating himself into the space of the norm, the perverse gesture par excellence. In other 

words, he internalizes his culture’s fantasy and becomes its object of satisfaction. 

Kaufman’s fantasies are guilty because, as a latter-day modernist, this norm disgusts him, 

and he seems aware that his fantasies contribute to his writer’s block.25 “If I stop putting 

                                                 
 25 For a discussion of Kaufman’s modernism, see the Aristotelian film critic Robert McKee’s 
critical commentary on the Adaptation screenplay in Charlie Kaufman, Adaptation: The Shooting Script 
(New York: Newmarket, 2002), 131: “Charlie Kaufman is an old-fashioned Modernist. He writes in the 
palaeo-avant-garde tradition that runs from the dream plays of Strindberg and inner monologues of Proust 
through the tortured identities in Pirandello and the paranoia of Kafka to the rush of subjectivities in Wolfe, 
Joyce, Faulkner, Beckett, and Bergman—that grand twentieth-century preoccupation with the self” (italics 
in original).   
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things off, I would be happier,” he says in the voiceover catalogue of neuroses that begins 

the film.  

Kaufman disavows the influence of sentimental Hollywood plot conventions, 

which function as the Name-of-the-Father by structuring his enjoyment of the lyrical 

memoir. Only by sublimating his enjoyment of the memoir by accepting and renewing 

these conventions does Kaufman break the cycle of guilt, finish his screenplay, and learn 

“how to thrive in the world,” in the words of one of his characters. Lacan would declare 

the Charlie Kaufman character a successful analysand because he gains the ability to 

articulate the value of his project and struggle with the next perversion that arises. In the 

cynical cultures of late modernity, people often rely on perversion as a stopgap means of 

keeping desire alive because the cultures’ values, such as the box office profits so highly 

prized in the world of Adaptation and the emphasis on earning money in the London of 

Beckett’s cynical character Murphy cannot support complex, dynamic desire.26  

By Lacan’s definition, shame can also become perverse. For example, the 

ashamed person gets caught up in a perverse structure if she disavows her shame and 

immediately seeks reintegration into her culture by projecting disgust or contempt onto 

another group and thus reinforcing norms, that is, fully internalizing her culture’s 

                                                 
 26 For a fuller account of Lacan’s theory of perversion, see the psychoanalyst Judith Feher-
Gurewich’s essay, “A Lacanian Approach to the Logic of Perversion,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Lacan, op. cit., 191-192. Apropos the theme of Kaufman’s film, adaptation in its literary and Darwinian 
senses, she writes, “In Lacan’s view, perversion is akin to desire per se. For him, as for Freud, human 
desire itself is perverse, insofar as it defies the laws of adaptation and survival found in the animal world. In 
that sense, the logic of perversion can only serve as a model of what is operative in all of us.” As desiring 
animals dependent on language, Lacanian subjects always pervert Darwinian adaptation with literary 
effects like metaphor and metonymy, thus shifting their relationship to desire’s objects.  
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fantasies of wholeness. Provided that the ashamed person owns her shame by reflecting 

on it instead of avoiding it or projecting it onto others, shame has potential built into its 

structure since feeling it entails continued investment in its source. As Nathanson puts it, 

“We cannot feel shame when there is nothing left to lose” (251). In the context of trusting 

relationships, shame can promote awareness of people’s potential and the possibilities to 

actualize it that their communities disclose, rather than the faith in universal rationality 

characteristic of the sublime.27          

While Lacan recognizes the pitfalls of rational systems, neither he nor Kant offers 

a theory of intersubjectivity. Hence, for example, Lacanian psychoanalysis cannot 

account for the role of the character Charlie Kaufman’s identical twin brother Donald. By 

listening to and playfully ribbing Charlie, Donald helps him transform his debilitating 

guilt into shame, express it, and come to terms with it, not unlike one of Beckett’s 

pseudocouples. He thus functions as both a Lacanian analyst by helping him recognize 

his desire through verbal jousting with him, and a relational analyst by opening up space 

for play and affective containment. Each approach has an equal role to play in promoting 

authentic, creative projects.  

                                                 
 27 While I remain convinced that Kantian ethics has a critical role to play, behaving in accordance 
with its demands for universalism remains extraordinarily difficult for members of the complex institutions 
on which academics and other professionals rely. These institutions tend to foster in-group norms in 
addition to universalistic ideals, understandably enough given the pressures of professionalization, and are 
thus liable to normalize the desires of particular groups by covering them in the language of universality, 
regardless of the intentions involved. Hence the critical edge of Kantian ethics remains necessary, but I am 
leery of attempts to incorporate these ethics into institutional structures. For an analysis of that critical 
function in Lacanian terms, see Alenka Zupančič, Ethics of the Real: Kant, Lacan (Cambridge, Mass., and 
London: Massachusetts Institute of Technology P, 2000). For a critique of Jürgen Habermas’s attempt to 
use Kantian ethics to create a normative framework for contemporary political discourse, see Nikolas 
Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure, op. cit.   
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In fact, Lacan indicates the limits of his approach when he argues that shame 

emerges from the Real, intimations of the infant’s fusion with his primary caregiver that 

the subject cannot remember since he did not possess the linguistic ability and thus the 

sense of self-differentiation necessary to form memories as a very young infant (Seminar 

XVII 180).28 In prose more lucid than Lacan’s, Greenfeld contends that “Both culture and 

the mind occur by means of individual brains, but both come to the brain from outside of 

the biological reality altogether, thus it takes time for a young Homo sapiens animal to 

acquire culture and the mind. It takes time, in other words, for a member of the human 

species to become human” (72, italics in original). According to Lacan, the Real remains 

imprinted in the subject’s body as an echo of the sensuous immediacy inherent in existing 

solely as a Homo sapiens animal before the animal learned language and thus became 

human.29            

With his theory of the Real originating in fusion with the world through the 

primary caregiver’s body, Lacan leaves out the infant’s facial interchanges of affect with 

his primary caregiver, which begins the infant’s development of greater independence 

before paternal prohibition (Nathanson 222-223), and thus ignores a crucial component of 

identity formation.30 For relational psychoanalysts, intersubjectivity arises first from 

                                                 
 28 Thanks to Shelly Brivic for pointing me to this passage in Joyce through Lacan and Žižek: 
Explorations (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 160.   
 
 29 For an introduction to Lacan’s theory of the Real, see The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book XI, 
op. cit., and Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1995), 24-31, with the caveat that Lacan’s theories changed over the course of his long career.    
  
 30 Another psychoanalytic argument that gives the primary caregiver greater prominence in 
subjectivity formation is Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez 
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nonverbal sources, namely what Jessica Benjamin calls “the participation in connections 

based on affective resonance” between infant and caregiver, that is, rhythmic patterns 

improvised by playfully mirroring each other’s affects (“Beyond” 17). Shame arises from 

the infant’s recognition that his expressions of affect sometimes become objects of his 

caregiver’s contemptuous or disgusted gaze rather than stimuli of her positive affects 

(Nathanson 84-85), and thus that his caregiver has her own subjectivity that derives from 

her investment in stimuli more complex and meaningful than those the infant can 

produce, such as the symbolic systems of her culture (Benjamin, “Beyond” 13-14). In 

other words, the infant’s recognition of his caregiver entails accepting that the mirroring 

of his affects that she displays on her face is not always sincere, but sometimes 

performative, and that her love for the infant both enables this performance by 

constraining the complexity of her desires and channels that complexity into promoting 

the child’s development. Together, caregiver and child can create the mutually 

transformative, intersubjective space necessary to work through shame rather than avoid 

it or project it onto others.  

II. Who Should Read Late Modernist Schizophrenia and Why 

Both schizophrenia and shame respond to the unraveling of the symbolic systems 

that condition lived experience. As Hutchinson argues, “The learning of a language is the 

learning of a life (with words and with others)” (116). Extreme trauma causes shame by 

providing radically different sets of meanings for the concepts that structure one’s world, 

                                                                                                                                                 
(New York and Chichester, Engl.: Columbia UP, 1982), though I find Jessica Benjamin’s focus on the 
caregiver’s mirroring of the infant’s affects through his or her face more compelling in its ethical 
implications.   
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thus splitting the concepts and disorganizing the world (Hutchinson 117). Such eruptions 

of shame resemble the pattern of schizophrenic experience I will discuss further in 

chapter four, namely “the aura of strangeness” that disturbs the schizophrenic person’s 

dwelling in the world (Woods 200).31 Jeffrey Kauffman captures the viciousness of this 

pattern well:  

Abandonment and broken attachment shame disconnects a person from 
the social world and from oneself. It weakens a person’s sense of 
familiarity in the world and with their own self. Shame prompts 
disconnection; and disconnection is, itself, experienced as shameful. The 
disconnective nature of grief is shameful . . . Disconnection exposes the 
self. Exposure disconnects” (3, emphasis in original). 

Working through shame can educate the passions as opposed to the Kantian ideal of the 

moral good as “the negation of every pathos” necessary for autonomy, which entails 

following self-imposed principles rather than irrational forces like delusions, 

compulsions, bodily drives, or the unexamined traditions of one’s community (Zupančič 

20, Ethics).32 Both late modernist fiction and psychotherapy can educate the passions: 

fiction, especially for stable people expanding their sensibilities; psychotherapy, for more 

31 For further discussion of Heidegger’s term Stimmung, the sense of being-in-the-world (often 
translated as mood or disposition) that changes radically in schizophrenic experience, see Louis A. Sass and 
Josef Parnas, “Explaining Phenomenology,” in Reconceiving Schizophrenia, op. cit., 83, Alphonse De 
Waelhens and Wilfried Ver Eecke, Phenomenology and Lacan on Schizophrenia, After the Decade of the 
Brain (Leuven: Leuven UP, 2001), 290, Sass, Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern 
Art, Literature, and Thought (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 44-5, 424, and Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 2005), 42-43.     

32 Alenka Zupančič’s schematic account of Kantian autonomy requires qualification. Kant’s theory 
of aesthetic experience seems to entail some kind of ethical development of the passions reminiscent of 
Aristotle’s concept of catharsis as purgation rather than negation per se, though Kant’s transcendental 
approach to human experience translates into such programs of development only with difficulty and 
controversy. See J.M. Bernstein, The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida and Adorno 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State UP, 1992), and Onora O’Neill, “Kant’s Virtues,” in How Should One 
Live? Essays on the Virtues, ed. Roger Crisp (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP 1998), 77-98.     



 
 

51 
 

immediate personal problems. The more responsive to communal values shame becomes 

and the more it promotes self-reflection rather than perversion and other psychological 

symptoms, the more it promotes pursuing authentic projects. Late modernist fiction’s 

focus on severely mentally ill characters difficult to recognize as persons belonging to a 

community lends it much potential for expanding sensibility.  

 The main virtue that late modernist fiction fosters is radical empathy, which 

requires the precise understanding and strength of spirit necessary to recognize such 

people. For Matthew Ratcliffe, radical empathy goes beyond simulating another person’s 

experience from a first-person point of view, as in verisimilar interior monologue, or 

theorizing about their “internal psychological states” (“Phenomenology” 478, emphasis 

in original). Instead, it entails openness to being affected by a traumatized, cognitively 

disabled, or mentally ill person’s transformed world, that is, changes in “the sense of 

reality and belonging” that people must presuppose to partake in social practices as 

simple as sitting in chairs and opening doors (“Phenomenology” 482). According to 

Ratcliffe, bodily feelings must play a central role in radical empathy since feeling roots 

people in worlds of everyday experience, the spaces of possibilities for using 

paraphernalia – tools, furniture, clothing, vehicles, food, and all other inanimate things 

involved in work and social interactions – and relating to other people where everyone 

dwells. “The lived body,” he claims, “is not only directed towards things in the world. It 

also opens up the world as a space of purposive, practical possibilities, and thus shapes 

all our experiences, activities, and thoughts. Hence an aspect of bodily experience and a 
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sense of belonging to the world are one and the same” (Feelings 107, emphasis in 

original). As a medium that combines affects, drives, and cognition all the time, the body 

discloses the world by interacting with cultural practices, thus conditioning the person’s 

experience of particular entities within the world, though not determining it. For 

Ratcliffe, the body as a medium of feeling plays an essential role in structuring the 

possibilities that constitute a person’s world, that is, the world’s “universal horizon” or 

sense of social reality (Feelings 134).  

The telos of human flourishing, or at least personal fulfillment in a limited time 

period, plays an equally important role in disclosing possibilities for relating to others 

because intersections between ideas of the good and lived bodies enable meaningful 

projects.33 The feeling body animated by desire for a telos is the figure of everyday life, 

and the collective horizon grounds it. These three structures mutually constitute each 

other, usually humming away in the background, in order to make lived experience 

possible.34 The telos opens up the horizon by receding into the background and affects 

the body by functioning as a vocation, that is, calling for activity.  

                                                 
33 On the influence of Aristotle’s concept of telos on Heidegger’s concept of world-disclosure, see 

Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger’s Being and Time, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: U of 
California P, 1995), 276-308. See also Ratcliffe, Feelings of Being, op. cit., 238: “For Heidegger . . . we do 
not represent the world in some abstract, detached manner but are in commerce with it, teleologically 
entwined and inseparable from it, with moods playing an essential role in our everyday familiarity with 
things” (emphasis in original).  

 
34 My discussion of the telos in my phenomenological reading of Beckett supplements recent 

phenomenological readings with the literary history enabled by psychoanalysis, philosophy of emotions, 
and aesthetics. The two most prominent ones are Yoshiki Tajiri, Samuel Beckett and the Prosthetic Body: 
The Organs and Senses in Modernism (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) and Ulrika 
Maude, Beckett, Technology, and the Body (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2011). In 
particular, see Maude, “‘Material of a Strictly Peculiar Order’: Beckett, Merleau-Ponty and Perception,” in 
Beckett and Phenomenology, ed. Ulrika Maude and Matthew Feldman (London and New York: 
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Ruth Leys rightly charges affect theorists favored by humanists with attempting to 

circumvent intentionality in favor of creating a false dichotomy between mind and body 

and valorizing the body (From 147-150; “Turn” 458, 463-472). However, my 

phenomenological approach entails an expanded account of intentionality rather than 

dismissing mental life. Hutchinson diverges from Ratcliffe when he argues that moods do 

have objects, but objects difficult to conceptualize because of their complexity or global 

nature, as when “the object is (our taking of, our conceptualisation of) the world” (130). 

Hence we can only understand the objects of our moods when these moods have ceased 

permeating our experience and we can thus achieve reflective distance from them, a 

distance that requires representing our moods to ourselves or others and situating them in 

our larger life histories when we find ourselves in a different mood. When we are in 

them, however, our moods disclose our world because they help constitute what seems 

salient and how it matters to us, imbuing our experience with color, atmosphere, and 

tonality. First-person accounts of severe mood disorders throw this aspect of human 

experience into sharp relief. Some forms of intentionality operate on a more somatic than 

cognitive level, and though these forms stretch the traditional Husserlian definition of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Continuum, 2009), 90: “For Beckett, as for Merleau-Ponty, vision no longer guarantees the spectator’s 
detachment from the world. Instead, the eye is embodied, searching, fallible and subject to damage and 
decay. The eye situates rather than detaches the subject from its surroundings, a factor Beckett foregrounds 
throughout his landscapes in which figure is forever threatening to merge into ground.” Texts for Nothing 
provides a vivid example in the narrator’s reflections on the sky and earth: “Between them where the hero 
stands a great gulf is fixed, while all about they flow together more and more, till they meet, so that he 
finds himself as it were under glass, and yet with no limit to his movements in all directions, let him 
understand who can, that is no part of my attributions.” See The Poems, Short Fiction, and Criticism of 
Samuel Beckett: Volume IV of the Grove Centenary Edition, ed. Paul Auster (New York: Grove, 2006), 
310.     
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intentionality as a structure of subjectivity rather than embodiment, they still involve the 

mediation of subjectivity between stimuli and affective responses to them.     

Beckett illustrates the close connection between body, telos, and horizon in 

Waiting for Godot (1954) and Endgame (1957), and without indulging in fantasies of 

non-intentional experience.35 In Godot, the tramps Vladimir and Estragon inhabit a world 

without a telos, which Estragon makes evident in the play’s opening line, “Nothing to be 

done” (Dramatic 3). The suggestion that the tramps might be waiting for Godot in the 

hope that he will employ them has become a critical commonplace and seems a fair 

reading of the play given their poverty, the messenger boy’s report that Godot “does 

nothing” (84), and Godot’s genetic resemblance to the shape-shifting landowner Mr. 

Knott from Watt, another man of leisure. If Mr. Knott plays the role of an incoherent 

telos, then Godot functions as an absent one. In the barren possibility space of the play, 

the tramps experience their bodies as nearly worthless and their cultural practices as 

insignificant. Hanging themselves seems as salient a possibility as any other (11-12), and 

Estragon responds to Vladimir’s question about his memory of reading the Gospels by 

saying, “I remember the maps of the Holy Land. Coloured they were. Very pretty. The 

Dead Sea was pale blue. The very look of it made me thirsty” (6). This image brings 

together bodies of little worth and insignificant practices through the irony of the salty 

Dead Sea’s unsuitability for drinking. Since Estragon attempts to keep himself occupied 

35 All Waiting for Godot and Endgame citations in this chapter refer to The Dramatic Works of 
Samuel Beckett: Vol. III of the Grove Centenary Edition, ed. Paul Auster (New York: Grove, 2006).    
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in the absence of meaningful projects, he rapidly alternates between the disinterestedness 

of an aesthete and the needs of his body, sublimation and desublimation.  

Another of Becket’s landowning characters, Moran, also inhabits such a 

diminished possibility space, as evidenced by his relationship to the sacred. While he 

finds himself drawn to his local church, he sublimates it, then immediately desublimates 

it: “I looked at the door, baroque, very fine. I found it hideous” (Molloy 95).36 While he 

regards the host and his soul as corporeal, comparing the bread and wine to mustard and 

remarking “My soul appeased, I was ravenous” after receiving the host (96), he follows 

the instructions of Gaber, the Godlike character Youdi’s messenger, on a sublime quest 

for his doppelganger Molloy, even though Gaber and Youdi resemble hallucinations.37 

The dimming horizons of Beckett’s late 1940s writing transform teleological action into 

paranoia and lived bodies into scopic and oral drives, pleasure-seeking eyes and mouths.          

In the world of Endgame, which shrinks the possibility space of Godot, the 

servant Clov surveys the ocean with his telescope at his blind master Hamm’s request. 

After Clov notes the sunken light and a few seagulls, Hamm asks, “And the horizon? 

                                                 
 36 All Molloy citations refer to The Novels of Samuel Beckett: Volume II of the Grove Centenary 
Edition, ed. Paul Auster (New York: Grove, 2006).  
 
 37 These scenes of interacting with ritual objects are anti-poems according to Heidegger’s 
conception of poetry as disclosure (aletheia), “the saying of the unconcealedness of what is,” in Poetry, 
Language, Thought (Trans. Albert Hofstadter. Perennial Classics: New York, 2001), 71, which he develops 
through a reading of Georg Trakl’s Eucharistic poem, “A Winter Evening,” in op. cit., 203: “By the 
brightening of the world in their golden gleam, bread and wine at the same time attain to their own 
gleaming.” As objects that symbolize a telos (living in harmony with the rest of creation as creatures of 
God), the bread and wine disclose the horizon of the poet’s world, and the horizon, in turn, makes the bread 
and wine intelligible, hence the mutually constitutive brightening Heidegger finds in the poem. By contrast, 
the abovementioned Godot and Molloy scenes depict the dimming of ritual objects, and thus the fading 
horizons of the storyworlds.       
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Nothing on the horizon?” (Dramatic 113). The dialogue that follows bears quoting at 

length:                

CLOV [lowering the telescope, turning towards Hamm, 
exasperated] What in God’s name could there be on the horizon?  
 
[Pause.] 
 
HAMM The waves, how are the waves?  

CLOV The waves? 

[He turns the telescope on the waves.] 

Lead. 

HAMM And the sun?  

CLOV [looking] Zero. 

HAMM But it should be sinking. Look again. 

CLOV [looking] Damn the sun. 

HAMM Is it night already then? 

CLOV [looking] No. 

HAMM Then what is it? 

CLOV [looking] Grey. 

[Lowering the telescope, turning towards Hamm, louder.] 

Grey! 

[Pause. Still louder.] 

GRREY! 
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[Pause. He gets down, approaches Hamm from behind, whispers in 
his ear.] 
 
HAMM [starting] Grey! Did I hear you say grey? 

CLOV Light black. From pole to pole. 

HAMM You exaggerate.  

[Pause.] 

Don’t stay there, you give me the shivers.  

[Clov returns to his place beside the chair.] 

CLOV Why this farce, day after day? 

HAMM Routine. One never knows. 

[Pause.] 

Last night I saw inside my breast. There was a big sore. 

CLOV Pah! You saw your heart. 

HAMM No, it was living. (113-114) 

The “Corpsed” world, Hamm’s dead heart, and the sense of futility woven through 

Hamm and Clov’s activity all constitute each other as fading horizon, failing body, and 

absent telos, respectively (113). Hamm, reduced to second childhood by the disability 

that confines him to his chair and a world that consigns the elderly to waste bins, seems 

to desire an image of wholeness from his caregiver, Clov, to distract him from the 

limitations of his body. The sun sinking beneath the waves functions as the oceanic 

feeling that Freud attributes to mystical experience and that Lacan, after him, calls the 

Imaginary (Civilization 11). When Clov dispels Hamm’s illusory romantic horizon with 
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the castrating growl “GRREY!”, the limitations of Hamm’s body reassert themselves 

(114). Beckett displays his knowledge of psychoanalysis by depicting a relationship that 

swings between support and domination, resembling a claustrophobic family romance in 

the absence of wider horizons.   

People with schizophrenia and other mental illnesses also dwell in worlds, but the 

structures of feeling that root them there lose their relational qualities, like Moran’s little 

community disintegrating and flattening into a world of phantoms and hallucinatory 

voices. Schizophrenic worlds contain fewer possibilities for relating to others, or the 

range of possible relationships shrinks to fear of others, as in paranoia. In schizophrenia, 

the world disintegrates into “changeable feelings that do not relate to each other in stable 

ways and therefore do not facilitate the unfolding of an organized possibility space, a 

world structured by consistent patterns of significance,” and thus purposeful action 

(Ratcliffe, Feelings 196). Hence schizophrenia can not only liberate people from socially 

structured enjoyment, as romantics like Deleuze and Guattari contend with hazy degrees 

of metaphor.38 It can also undercut people’s agency by limiting their abilities to engage in 

sustained projects that bear on other people. Beckett depicts this condition with sharp wit, 

as in the Texts for Nothing narrator’s observation, “I have convictions, when their term 

comes round, then stop having them” (324). However, Deleuze and Guattari’s glib “stroll 

                                                 
38 For a critique of Deleuze and Guattari’s equation of schizophrenia with revolutionary vitality, 

see the first part of Angela Woods’s twofold argument about the model of schizophrenia presented in Anti-
Oedipus, namely her claim that “it cannot be defended against becoming ‘mere’ pathology” since Guattari 
saw schizophrenic patients in his work at the experimental clinic La Borde, and Deleuze and Guattari’s 
model resembles the typology that the early-twentieth-century psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler used to diagnose 
patients. See Woods, The Sublime Object of Psychiatry, op. cit., 147-152.  
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of a schizo” image does not capture key aspects of Beckett’s sensibility: neither the 

lengths he goes to represent collapsing worlds (Anti-Oedipus 2), nor the awareness of 

suffering kept at bay by his characters, with varying degrees of success, through resigned 

humor, like Hamm’s joke about his heart, which he follows with, “[Pause. Anguished]” 

(Dramatic 114). Unlike Hamm, by the end of Molloy, Moran has little awareness of the 

significance he has lost because his sense of self has unraveled and reformed around the 

voices he hallucinates (168-170).      

Ratcliffe and other contemporary philosophers of psychiatry avoid sublimating 

mental illness in favor of creating and refining phenomenologies of illness by 

collaborating with psychiatrists and mentally ill people willing to describe their 

experiences (Feelings 10). Phenomenology, like the sublime, produces knowledge about 

the conditions of experience by attending to the negative. In Heidegger’s famous 

example, broken tools’ conspicuousness reveals the way that they recede into the 

background in the course of our everyday dealings with them, that is, using them to 

create and fix things such as desks, computers, and dissertations (Being 95-107). The 

disintegrated sense of reality characteristic of severe mental disorders can disclose the 

same kind of knowledge as broken tools since “Existential feelings are most amenable to 

philosophical reflection when they shift. When this happens, what was an unreflective 

experiential background becomes conspicuous in its absence” (Ratcliffe, Feelings 40). 

Contemporary social psychology complements the insights of phenomenology by 

indicating that “Empathetic responses to fictional characters and situations occur more 
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readily for negative feeling states, whether or not a match in details of experience 

[between readers and characters] exists” (Keen 169). Thus empirical research lends 

credence to Ratcliffe’s theory of empathy and extends it to expressions of negative affect 

in fiction.39  

For novelists who lived through a period as shameful as World War II, 

schizophrenia offered a productive expressive resource. The reader will recall that both 

schizophrenia and shame involve the conspicuousness of the body and its capacities. For 

Nathanson and Jeffrey Kauffman, the infant’s emerging awareness of his lack of 

dexterity and independence, and thus self-consciousness about his undeveloped bodily 

capacities, provides the first source of shame (Nathanson 168-173, Kauffman 7). Shame 

emerges when gaps between the body’s current capacities and the infant’s fantasies of 

wholeness and power assert themselves in the contemptuous or disgusted gaze of the 

primary caregiver, which does not function as a perfect mirror of the infant, as Lacan 

                                                 
 39 Due to their common influence by Husserl, the structure of Ratcliffe’s project resembles 
Badiou’s reading of Beckett in On Beckett, trans. Alberto Toscano and Nina Power (Manchester: Clinamen, 
2003), 107-108 as “Husserl’s épochè [i.e. phenomenological reduction] turned upside down,” that is, 
“subtracting or suspending the subject so as to see what happens to being” rather than bracketing off 
appearances of entities to understand the subjective structures that make those appearances salient, as 
Husserl does. Yet Ratcliffe’s ontology, like Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s, posits familiarity with the 
world as the primary means of understanding being, whereas abstract thought plays that role for Badiou. 
Hence affect plays no role in Badiou’s reading of Beckett’s texts, and Ratcliffe and Badiou’s conflicting 
foundational principles lead to very different readings. While Badiou’s attention to form produces insights 
that should interest other Neoplatonists, Beckett does not seem to have held such views. In “Beckett after 
Wittgenstein: The Literature of Exhausted Justification.” PMLA 127.1 (Jan. 2012): 40, Andre Furlani 
recognizes both Badiou’s contribution to Beckett studies and the limitations of his approach: “Despite 
Beckett’s rehabilitation from nihilist reception . . . Badiou hypostatizes into moral entities what Beckett 
treats as pious obfuscations, such as amity, unity, plurality, and infinity. Little sanctions Badiou’s 
imposition on Beckett of Neoplatonic and Pauline notions of love remote from the interactions of the Irish 
author’s calloused characters.” My commitment to reading Beckett’s fiction as produced by a person 
inhabiting a world rather than an artist-philosopher theorizing human capacities for thought, then, requires 
attention to affect that diverges from Badiou’s austere formalism.    
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contends (Nathanson 173-178). In other words, even in the preverbal mirror stage, the 

infant experiences lack.  

Socialization via language causes cultural practices and the value systems they 

embody to provide sources of shame that can include complex cognitive processes as 

well. For example, failure to solve a difficult proof might shame a mathematician who 

had hoped to advance her discipline and receive recognition from her colleagues by 

publishing her results. Hence she might doubt her mathematical abilities for a while. Her 

temporary disengagement from the proof could promote or hinder her character 

development to varying degrees depending on her strategies for dealing with shame and 

the strategies of the communities with which she identifies.         

Empathy with disintegrated sensibilities provides a more ethical form of creative 

destruction than sublimation because it establishes fine-grained connections between 

empathizers and suffering people rather than splitting such people into the 

romanticizing/stigmatizing binary. For Kauffman, “Empathy is a thought process that 

bonds the human world (giving cover); exposure anxiety is the power of disconnection” 

(17). Phenomenologists provide that cover by maintaining their involvement in the world 

because they do not aspire to a rationality that stands over and above it and defines the 

human against it. Instead, they use the phenomenological reduction, suspending the 

natural attitude of immersion in the world that we assume as we engage in various 

activities, to create space for reflection on the structures that enable us to have 

experiences in worlds. Importantly for my history of literary appropriations of 
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schizophrenia, phenomenologists produce insight into the conditions of experience 

without the testing of rational power through struggle with otherness characteristic of 

sublimation.  

Beckett and Perec’s depictions of schizophrenia are tough to read, though I have 

had success teaching one of Beckett’s easier novels, Watt, in a sophomore-level course 

on the modern novel after discussing the World War I veteran Septimus Smith’s 

psychosis in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), which contextualizes his 

experience in other characters’ more recognizable senses of reality – unlike Beckett’s 

mature novels, which present more pedagogical challenges. That being said, students in 

the humanities, social sciences, and even medicine can benefit from engaging with late 

modernist schizophrenia provided that they have the technical expertise, are willing to 

put in the work, and receive guidance about the controversial cultural politics inherent in 

appropriating schizophrenia. All this requires teachers with enough career stability and 

institutional support to pull it off, so materialist critics of higher education are necessary 

partners in this project.  

Paradoxically enough, Beckett and Perec, among the most self-consciously 

modern of modern novelists, exemplify the ancient idea that art imparts knowledge and 

builds character if we do not take their skepticism at face value and instead heed Rita 

Felski’s advice “to combine a willingness to suspect with an eagerness to listen . . . 

[blending] analysis and attachment, criticism and love” (Uses 22). As arts and humanities 

majors decline in numbers, we scholars cannot afford – all too literally, I am afraid – to 
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assume that students walk into our classrooms with appreciation for art of which we must 

disabuse them in the name of Neo-Marxism, New Historicism, or critical race, gender, 

postcolonial, queer, disability, ecological, or animal theory, though these methodologies 

remain important teaching tools when used with sensitivity to the students sitting in the 

chairs and the artworks under discussion.40 Why literature matters, how, and to whom 

remains up for debate now more than ever in this climate of career instability.  

Felski passes on her advice from the phenomenologist Paul Ricoeur, who also 

influenced Stanghellini and Rosfort’s account of emotions and how they go awry in 

experiences of mental illness. Stanghellini and Rosfort argue that “our emotions are 

permeated by rationality, but . . . the rationality we find in our emotional life is an 

unstable rationality entrenched in, and to a certain degree constituted by, the a-rational 

changes in our bodily landscape” (50). We ought to accept this instability and care for it 

rather than avoid it. Fantasies of transcendence and wholeness continue to appeal; 

consider the popularity of superhero films and videogames, hardcore pornography, 

chauvinistic music, religious fundamentalism, and self-righteous political discourse.41 

We need art and scholarship that demonstrates the vulnerability of our rationality without 

indulging in the romantic irrationalism that anyone aware of developments in American 

                                                 
 40 For examples of such sensitivity to artworks in the abovementioned field with the most bearing 
on my work, see Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis of Representation (New 
York and London: Columbia UP, 2007) and Tobin Siebers, Disability Aesthetics (Ann Arbor: U of 
Michigan P, 2010).   
 
 41 I am not condemning all these phenomena out of hand, let alone each of their manifestations, 
and certainly not with equal force. My consideration of the latter two as by far the more harmful will not 
seem controversial to most other academics. Occasional fantasies of wholeness and power are harmless: so 
long as the fantasizers recognize them as fantasies, that is.       
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higher education must regard as quaint. Affect does not provide an escape route from 

accountability to reason and the institutions and traditions that support it. Instead, art can 

enrich our rationality by helping us make our pre-reflective commitments explicit.                   

Before I narrate the phenomenological history of late modernist schizophrenia 

that constitutes the rest of my project, I will explain not only the cultural political 

implications of my methodology, but also the ethical ones as best I can given that I have 

trained as a literary historian rather than an ethicist. Nikolas Kompridis makes an 

observation relevant enough for my historical project to quote at length:  

Like Marx, [the Frankfurt School theorist Jürgen] Habermas holds  the 
 view that human beings make history but not under conditions of their 
 own choosing. What Heidegger adds to this view of history is the idea, 
 rather controversial, to be sure, that the self-conscious transformation of 
 our inherited historical conditions might depend more on how we receive 
 rather than on how we make our history—which is to say, that it might 
 depend on how we recognize our dependence on, rather than on how we 
 assert our independence from, our history . . . The suggestions made in 
 connection with hearing, listening, receiving, are all suggestions that 
 propose a reflective kind of listening, a receptivity that becomes 
 reflexive about its own activity. (200-201, emphases in original)  

 
No one chose to be born into a world that includes concentration camps and madness, but 

here we are. Seeking casual explanations of these phenomena remains important, but so 

does understanding lived concepts like here, we, and are so that we can respond to such 

explanations with care rather than the fervor of unexamined ideology.42 Encounters with 

                                                 
 42 Two important theories about the Holocaust’s causes in the Frankfurt School tradition are Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor W Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (1947), trans. 
Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2002), and Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1989). Anson Rabinbach has reassessed these theories in light of genocides that 
occurred during the 1990s. See Rabinbach, “‘The Abyss that opened up before us’: Thinking about 
Auschwitz and Modernity,” in Catastrophe and Meaning: The Holocaust and the Twentieth Century, ed. 
Moishe Postone and Eric Santner (Chicago and London: U of Chicago P, 2003), 51-66. For a defense of 
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artworks, like encounters with other people, can help us understand such concepts if we 

remain receptive to how they make us feel.  

 Yet as Kompridis indicates by connecting receptivity and self-consciousness, 

using feelings to reveal our historical situatedness requires a great deal of interpretive 

work as opposed to fantasies of immediate experience or political rupture.43 Receptive 

sensibility need not preclude sharp intellect and vice versa, as Kant demonstrated with his 

third critique.44 According to the philosopher Martha Nussbaum, emotions, as distinct 

from “moods, appetites, and desires” like those on display in Beckett and Perec’s novels 

of psychic disintegration, entail making judgments about self-development through 

commitments that make us vulnerable to failure and loss (24). She defines emotions as 

“intelligent responses to the perception of value” (1), and more precisely, embodied 

“appraisals or value judgments, which ascribe to things and persons outside the person’s 

own control great importance for that person’s own flourishing” (4). Emotions thus entail 

narratives: but not just any narratives. With the exception of wonder and reverence or 

                                                                                                                                                 
self-conscious dependence on other people as opposed to Kant’s emphasis on autonomy, see Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues (Chicago and La Salle, Ill.: 
Open Court, 2001), 119-128.      
 
 43 I agree with Rita Felski, The Uses of Literature (Malden, Mass., and Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 
18 that “Texts . . . are unable to act directly on the world, but only via the intercession of those who read 
them.” For instance, if avant-garde literature shatters subjectivity, then what are those readers (or someone 
else, for that matter) to do with the fragments? How can we predict what happens to them if we do not 
believe in visions of teleological history (like Marx), Neoplatonism (like Badiou), vitalism (like Deleuze), 
an interventionist deity, or karma? Critics who misattribute agency to texts and ignore the necessary 
mediation of readers either indulge in fantasies of political power, have not thought through their 
metaphysical presuppositions with enough thoroughness, or should make their belief in one of the items in 
the aforementioned list explicit, as Marx, Badiou, and Deleuze have.           
 
 44 See Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews, 
ed. Paul Guyer (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2000). 
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awe (54), emotions involve value judgments about “eudaimonia, or human flourishing, a 

complete human life” (32, italics in original). “A conception of eudaimonia,” Nussbaum 

argues, “is taken to be inclusive of all to which the agent ascribes intrinsic value,” as 

opposed to capitalism’s overemphasis on instrumental value – reification – which 

Western Marxists and post-Marxists are right to critique since reification poses a major 

threat to the arts and humanities (32, italics in original).  

Interpreting our emotions helps us understand what most matters to us and thus 

allows us to reassess both our commitments and our larger conception of the good life. 

Such interpretation enables developing the character traits and skills necessary to pursue 

human flourishing more effectively and more self-consciously. Reading late modernist 

schizophrenia does not provide experiences of the sublime and the rational transcendence 

of nature it involves; instead, it gives us practice at unifying diffuse, scattered affects into 

the emotions and thus narrative identities in and through which we live in the world with 

other people as the precariously rational animals that we are.    

 That being said, while a version of modernity originating in European capitalism, 

colonialism, and Protestantism has spread to much of the planet (not that its influence has 

been unidirectional), modern Western subjectivity remains a historical exception rather 

than the de facto norm that some modernism scholars continue to treat it as, or the 

teleological endpoint of world history as latter-day Whig historians and unreconstructed 

Hegelians imply through the shapes of their arguments, though I doubt they do so with 
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much self-awareness since one would hope we have all read our Edward Said, at least.45 

Lest we forget this historical fact amidst the hurly-burly of professionalization, the 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz reminds us that  

The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less 
integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of 
awareness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive 
whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes and against its 
social and natural background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, 
a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world's cultures. (qtd. in 
Haidt 14) 

Historians of modernism should avoid declaring that modernist art liberates people from 

traditions if they imply but do not explain why this tendency of modernism is something 

to celebrate rather than analyze, as if all traditions amount to chauvinism, superstition, or 

fundamentalism (itself a reaction against modernity and thus a modern phenomenon 

rather than a traditional one). I agree with the ethicist Alasdair MacIntyre that 

conceptions of ethical life as a craft tradition are compatible with rigorous academic 

argument and with many cultures in addition to having influenced many religious groups: 

Greek and Roman polytheists, Jews, Muslims, and Christians (Dependent 127-148, 216-

236).46 As I will discuss further in chapter four, I view James Joyce’s receptivity to both 

tradition and modernity as an ethical stance exemplary for its nuanced skepticism and 

45 Eric Hayot makes a sobering point in On Literary Worlds, op. cit., 2: “The force of the 
Orientalist and postcolonial critiques of the imaginary insularity of the West has extended, despite all its 
promise, only so far.” Extending it further, he claims, requires reforming academic institutions.     

46 Philosophers have identified Buddhist and Confucian ethics as compatible with virtue ethics as 
well, thus indicating that virtue ethics is neither inherently Eurocentric nor inherently theist. For instance, 
see Charles K. Fink, “The Cultivation of Virtue in Buddhist Ethics,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 20 (2013): 
668-701, and Virtue Ethics and Confucianism, ed. Stephen Angle and Michael Slote (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2013).  
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generous sensibility. Each way of life entails costs and benefits, though my nearly 

automatic recourse to cost-benefit analysis when I typed the first half of this sentence 

reveals my thorough enculturation into modern habits of mind through the Bildung of 

American higher education that enabled me to write this dissertation.47  

 Regardless of the methodologies used, the relationships among traditions and 

modernization processes – European traditions and processes as well as those originating 

elsewhere – require reassessment. Such reassessment entails receptivity to “voices 

different from the ones . . . [we are] accustomed to hearing,” like those of severely 

mentally ill narrators, rather than simply expanding our Eurocentric ideas about 

modernism and modernity to encompass more and more of the planet, thus perpetuating 

discredited Whig history and Hegelian teleology with little if any self-consciousness 

(Kompridis 57). While I appreciate Eric Hayot’s warning against repeating progressive 

models of history – a restrictive “ideology of . . . normative historicism” as he calls it (8) 

– I disagree with his contention that reading literature “on the grounds that it’s good for 

you” amounts “at the end of the day, no matter how generously articulated, [to] a 

condescending argument” (7). His conception of the good as morality, a sphere separate 

from other parts of our life-worlds as opposed to coextensive with the ethical substance 

of our communities, itself relies on a modern European framework: the Enlightenment 

                                                 
 47 For an overview of the tensions between these competing forms of life as they apply to ethical 
inquiry, see Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: U of Notre Dame P, 1991).     
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model of goodness, truth, and beauty sundered from each other and unified only 

momentarily and with great effort, as in sublime experience.48  

 As Hayot indicates, studying non-Western literature free of Western ideologies of 

historicism, or as free of them as we can get given the institutions to which  literary 

historians are accountable, provides a resource for understanding the worlds in which we 

dwell in ways irreducible to such Enlightenment frameworks. So does studying 

representations of severe mental illness – the literature of collapsing worlds – worlds just 

as foreign to most people as cultural practices on the other side of the planet. It is high 

time that literature scholars began interpreting these collapsing worlds with the precision 

and care exemplified by Beckett, Perec, and contemporary philosophers of psychiatry. To 

the extent that this dissertation advances such understanding, I hope to have made some 

contribution to this potentially rich vein of interdisciplinary research.              

                                                 
 48 Kant best articulated this model with his three critiques. On this separation from each other of 
ethics, metaphysics, and aesthetics, see Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourses of Modernity: 
Twelve Lectures (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Massachusetts Institute of Technology P, 1990), 1-22. 
For a critique of Kant’s categorical imperative as entailing either impractical moral formalism or behavior 
that walls Kantians off from the normative communities that enable meaningful human freedom, see Axel 
Honneth, The Pathologies of Individual Freedom: Hegel’s Social Theory, trans. Ladislaus Löb (Princeton 
and Oxford: Princeton UP, 2010), 38-40, 62.    



70 

CHAPTER 3 

SAMUEL BECKETT’S SHAME: SCHIZOPHRENIA IMITATION AS 

AMBIVALENT RESPONSE TO THE JOYCE CIRCLE IN WATT AND 

HOW IT IS 

“VLADIMIR Was I sleeping, while the others suffered?” 

Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot1 

I. Shame and Beckett’s Ethics of Aesthetic Failure 

From his first novel Murphy (1938) to his stark plays of the 1970s, Samuel 

Beckett displays a fascination with schizophrenia. Not only does he include it as a theme, 

but he also incorporates the disorder into his characters. In Murphy, the catatonic patient 

Mr. Endon becomes the envy of the “seedy solipsist” Murphy after Mr. Endon displays 

his indifference to the outside world by playing a chess game in which his cyclical moves 

and refusal to capture any of Murphy’s pieces compel the young man to surrender (52, 

144-151).2 Dr. Piouk, a eugenicist who advocates banning human reproduction altogether 

in Beckett’s posthumously published play Eleutheria (1947, 1996), diagnoses the young 

misanthrope Victor Krap with schizophrenia after he refuses to either kill himself or 

rejoin his bourgeois family (44-45, 164-165). In Watt (1953), the last novel Beckett wrote 

in English, hallucinatory voices sing the number of weeks in a leap year and the post-

decimal notation of the number pi to the servant Watt, who finds the voices a respite from 

1 The Dramatic Works of Samuel Beckett: Volume III of the Grove Centenary Edition, ed. Paul 
Auster (New York: Grove, 2006), 83.  

2 All Murphy and Watt citations refer to The Novels of Samuel Beckett: Volume I of the Grove 
Centenary Edition, ed. Paul Auster (New York: Grove, 2006).  
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the torture of working for the shape-shifting landowner Mr. Knott (193-197). Finally, 

Beckett’s postwar French texts, whether first-person novels or dramatic monologues, 

offer a more anguished vision of schizophrenia, free of the bookish facetiousness of his 

earlier work.3 According to Damian Love, the novel The Unnamable (1958) stands as 

“perhaps the most acute analysis of schizophrenic alienation in Western literature” (505), 

and the narrator’s bizarre affect, self-reflexive interior monologue, and disintegrating 

sense of self and world make Love’s claim persuasive. Beckett’s last novel, Comment 

c’est (1961), self-translated as How It Is (1964), features a narrator who speculates that 

the voice invading his body comes from megaphones projecting it “on all sides” (137), 

and that scribes record his every gesture and utterance (103-109).               

The knowledge of schizophrenia Beckett obtained in the 1930s and used as a 

theme and a structuring principle in his writing for several decades afterward can help us 

understand why avant-garde writers and critics began their long love affair with the 

illness in the 1930s and 1940s. Beckett takes the late modernist trend of using 

schizophrenia symptoms to represent collapsing worlds to the furthest extreme by 

dismantling the storyworlds of his novels to the point where readers can barely recognize 

them as novels, especially How It Is, which borders on prose poetry. By creating 

storyworlds focalized from the sole point of view of narrators whose worlds are 

disintegrating, he strains the conventions of modernist fiction to express Europe’s shame 

after World War II, and he draws on his knowledge of schizophrenia in this project. 

                                                 
3 For an account of Beckett’s knowledge about schizophrenia and his blurring of psychoanalytic 

and gender categories as his writing moved “from the thematisation to the actualisation” of a voice drawing 
on that knowledge see Shane Weller, “‘Some Experience of the Schizoid Voice’: Samuel Beckett and the 
Language of Derangement,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 45.1 (2009): 40, and Weller, Beckett, 
Literature, and the Ethics of Alterity (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 182-185.     
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Beckett’s use of mental illness in his postwar writing was far from value-neutral. After 

all, the first people the Nazis used gas to murder en masse were those they deemed 

physically and mentally unfit, “life unworthy of life [Lebensunwertes Leben],” including 

people with schizophrenia.4 Beckett’s in-depth representation of experiences resembling 

severe mental illness functioned as an act of defiance because it enshrined such 

experiences in high culture without sentimentalizing them, thus functioning as a 

grotesque cenotaph for the civilians killed in World War II. After the shameful actions of 

the war, his novels challenge readers to engage with disjointed voices and bizarre affect 

at length rather than turning away in frustration. Ultimately, Beckett’s project tests the 

limits of human dignity as it manifests itself in language by disintegrating most of the 

social supports of his characters’ identities, thus making it difficult for readers to 

recognize these characters as persons rather than collections of symptoms.         

In fact, Beckett uses the novel to formalize schizophrenic experience. In other 

words, he does not just represent psychotic characters, as Woolf does in Mrs. Dalloway 

(1925). Instead, schizophrenia symptoms pass into the structuring function of the implied 

author, as if the arranger superintending Ulysses could not concentrate on Homer, or the 

ghostly narrators of Woolf’s 1920s novels leapt from focalizing consciousness to 

focalizing consciousness without regard for the structural coherence of the storyworld. 

While such critics as Damian Love, Shane Weller, and Peter Fifield have also discussed 

                                                 
4 For an illustrated history of the Nazi euthanasia program, Aktion T4 (usually translated as 

Operation T4 or Action T4), see Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race, ed. Dieter Kuntz and Susan 
Bachrach (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2006). For its links with the murder of Jews, see Henry 
Friedlander, The Origins of Nazi Genocide: From Euthanasia to the Final Solution (Chapel Hill: U of 
North Carolina P, 1995). The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has made a great deal of related 
information and media available online: <http://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/online-
features/online-exhibitions/deadly-medicine-creating-the-master-race>.   
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the resemblance of Beckett’s fiction to schizophrenic experience, they have not used 

those parallels to evaluate the ethical significance of Beckett’s schizophrenia imitation as 

a response to World War II’s devastation of European culture, including modernist 

fiction.   

In his dialogue on his contemporary Bram van Velde’s paintings, Beckett’s 

dramatic persona, ‘B,’ proclaims that “to be an artist is to fail, as no other dare fail” 

(Poems 563). Hence for Beckett, to be an artist is to endure shame and the disengagement 

from one’s community that shame promotes by calling attention to failure. But this 

disengagement need not be permanent. After all, Beckett, unlike Kafka, published on a 

regular basis, and in a less often quoted section of the “Three Dialogues” (1949) passage, 

‘B’ says that the artist’s “fidelity to failure” requires “a new term of relation” (Poems 

563). Beckett’s novels offer a modernist Bildung sunk within itself but always turning 

back toward communities of readers, which requires trust.5  

                                                 
5 In On Trust: Art and the Temptations of Suspicion (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1999), 

236-237, an important book on the dialectic of trust and suspicion in Western literature from writing 
practiced as a craft tradition to Romantic and post-Romantic doubts of such traditions, Gabriel Josipovici 
identifies three phases of the dialectic in Beckett’s career. In the first, from the early fiction to Watt, 
Beckett undermines his own writing through his frustration with the Romantic emphasis on empathy as a 
force that unites authors and readers. Instead of uniting solitary souls in a common understanding of the 
same experiences, empathy in Beckett’s early fiction comes across as a distraction from the dividing power 
of death. In his middle period, from the Trilogy to Waiting for Godot (1954) and Endgame, Beckett creates 
first-person narrators and dramatic characters with the compulsion to speak but nothing coherent to say, 
thus viewing speech as a quest for clarifying their condition as speakers, one halting statement at a time, 
eventually reaching “a spirit of grateful acceptance” of that condition, op. cit., 247. Finally, in his late plays 
and prose fictions, his voice reaches a confused equilibrium by moving “from repetition as compulsion to 
repetition as release,” op. cit., 253. This periodization of Beckett’s work is compelling, but Josipovici 
spends no time on How It Is, and almost none on Watt, thus alluding to Beckett’s “transformation into the 
public and communicable of that which is local and personal,” “his own life and feelings,” without 
discussing the impact of World War II, op. cit., 251. Granted, the enormous scope of Josipovici’s 
monograph makes a discussion of the war’s impact on these transitional works difficult for reasons of 
space. Regardless, I am in sympathy with his interpretation of Beckett’s work as a response to what must 
have seemed like a final blow to faith in tradition, and aim to extend Josipovici’s insight that Beckett’s 
writing matters less for how it thematizes this loss than for how it expresses what that loss feels like, op. 
cit., 250. For a consideration of Beckett’s war experience and its influence on Waiting for Godot and the 
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In fact, fiction offers a safe space for readers to confront shame and other negative 

affects. Based on her empirical research on intersections of social and developmental 

psychology with reader responses to novels, Suzanne Keen argues that “Readers’ 

perception of a text’s fictionality plays a role in subsequent empathic response, by 

releasing readers from the obligations of self-protection through skepticism and 

suspicion” (170). A fictional narrative of suffering, Keen points out, does not directly call 

for action, such as donating money or volunteering time, and thus allows readers to let 

their guard down and participate in the storyworld more wholeheartedly. Via their 

relentless self-reflexivity, Beckett’s narrators shoulder much of the skepticism and 

suspicion that mitigates empathy, thus providing readers license to empathize with them. 

In this chapter, I will illustrate some reasons for enduring the shame that compelled 

Beckett to write his mature novels.  

These novels make shame desirable by disintegrating the Bildung that makes 

shame possible. By Bildung, the reader will recall from my introduction, I mean the sense 

of self derived from identifying with one’s culture firmly enough to use its values to 

evaluate one’s actions and thus experience emotions that other people familiar with that 

culture can recognize, i.e. identity. Such identity formation is necessary for expressing 

oneself via narratives with emotional peaks and valleys, rather than a flat series of events 

or a jumbled set of feelings that lack a narrative dimension altogether. Beckett’s travesty 

of novelistic conventions involves replacing emotional narrative with flat series and 

disorganized feelings. His novels thus make Bildung a prohibited object for readers 

short prose texts he wrote between Watt and the Trilogy, see Marjorie Perloff, “‘In Love with Hiding’: 
Samuel Beckett’s War,” Iowa Review 35.2 (2005): 76-103.    
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familiar with novelistic conventions, particularly those of the bildungsroman, such as his 

mentor Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916). By choosing to employ the 

novel form, Beckett solicits finding ways to integrate his characters’ disjointed feelings 

and finding causes for their flat, mechanical uses of language. By evacuating the novel of 

pride in either social cohesion or symbolic integration, Beckett thwarts generic 

expectations to provoke ethical desire. His novels challenge readers to identify emotional 

narratives in the flotsam and jetsam of their language, the primary medium of identity 

formation.  

 In Beckett’s novels, the authenticity inherent in the concept of vocation (i.e. 

calling) always flirts with compulsion.6 I use the word compulsion in both its ethical and 

psychoanalytic senses: respectively, “the condition of being compelled; constraint, 

obligation, coercion” (OED), and “An insistent impulse to behave in a certain way, 

contrary to one’s conscious intentions or standards” (OED). Both senses of compulsion 

operate in Jacques Lacan’s conception of language as both a central means of individual 

development and a symbolic system that weaves together culture and bodies with great 

violence. Beckett may have read Lacan’s work on psychosis in the 1930s as part of his 

wider reading in psychoanalysis, with particular attention to the work of another Freudian 

analyst, Ernest Jones (Feldman 100-102). Paris surrealists like Salvador Dalí took a keen 

interest in Lacan’s 1932 dissertation on paranoia (Vanheule 20-25), and Beckett 

subscribed to the journal Minotaure, in which Lacan published essays on the subject 

                                                 
 6 In Authenticity as an Ethical Ideal, op. cit., Somogy Varga points out that obsessions and 
compulsions short-circuit the autonomy necessary for authenticity. For a precise distinction between a 
sense of ethical necessity and compulsion, see Varga, op. cit., 109-115.   
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(Weller, “‘Some’” 39, 48 n. 38). Instead of speculating about Beckett’s relationships with 

his parents, I am interested in his use of psychoanalysis as an aesthetic resource.   

Regardless of how much firsthand reading of Lacan Beckett did, his writing’s 

debt to psychoanalysts and other writers Lacan discusses at length, particularly Immanuel 

Kant and the Marquis de Sade, remains clear.7 Reading Beckett’s work in dialogue with 

Lacan’s has two advantages over reading it with Freud’s or Jones’s. First, the complexity 

of Lacan’s theories about language’s role in forming subjectivity provides useful tools for 

discussing literary form and influence. Second, Lacan’s sustained attention to the 

relationship between ethical and pathological compulsion helps illuminate how Beckett’s 

fiction explores the same issue, but with a more critical relationship to sublimation, from 

the monstrous permutations of Watt to the desublimated mess of How It Is.       

The nameless narrator of How It Is experiences language as both an expressive 

medium and a violent intrusion into his body, though for Lacan, language’s role in 

constituting the experience of one’s body usually remains unconscious. For Lacan as for 

Freud, psychosis results from an externalized unconscious, like the one on display in 

How It Is.8 The narrator hears, or speaks, or both,  

                                                 
 7 See Jacques Lacan, “Kant with Sade,” Écrits. trans. Bruce Fink (New York and London: Norton, 
2006), 645-688, and The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book VII, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 1959-1960, 
trans. Dennis Porter, ed. Jacques Alain-Miller (New York and London: Norton, 1992). 
 

8 In 1959, when Beckett was writing Comment c’est, he worried about a cyst in his upper jaw. In 
Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett ( New York: Grove, 1996), 415, James Knowlson speculates 
that this cyst must have caused him to reflect on his relationship to Freud, who experienced great pain later 
in life due to cancer of the mouth, since Beckett was reading volume 3 of Freud’s biography at the time. 
Supported by neuroimaging data, the contemporary psychologist Richard P. Bentall claims that auditory 
hallucinations are the psychotic person’s subvocalized thoughts misrecognized as coming from an external 
source. His theory of auditory hallucinations lends further support to my argument that Beckett’s fiction 
contains realistic depictions of schizophrenia: the group of distressing and impairing mental processes 
rather than socially constructed concepts of madness. See Bentall, Doctoring the Mind: Is Our Current 
Treatment of Mental Illness Really Any Good? (New York: NYU P, 2009), 177-181.     
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voice once without quaqua on all sides then in me  
 
past moments old dreams back again or fresh like those that pass or things 
things always and memories I say them as I hear them murmur them in the 
mud 
 
in me that were without when the panting stops scraps of an ancient voice 
in me not mine (3).  
 

His world oscillates between alien objects and disorganized sludge, tickertape data and 

logorrhea, just as the tone lurches between the metronomic flatness of “I say them as I 

hear them” / “je les dis comme je les entends” and “in me not mine” / “en moi pas la 

mienne,” on the one hand, and the distressed interest of “murmur them in the mud” / “les 

murmure dans la boue” on the other, heightening into anguished excitement with “when 

the panting stops scraps of an ancient voice” / “quand ça cesse de haleter bribes d’une 

voix ancienne” (2-3). Even in the flatter phrases, affect creeps in, as in the distress 

produced by the conflict between the meaning of “not mine” / “pas la mienne” and the 

force of the denial, especially evident in the accent falling hard on mienne. The sense 

denies the voice, but the voice calls for ownership. The weight of the voice’s history 

solicits a body to channel it, a relationship that the text performs as the ancienne / mienne 

rhyme subverts the narrator’s denial and the voice implies with an uncanny whisper, You 

and I were made for each other, after all. English syntax enables a transition between 

phrases more intense than the original with the alliteration, consonance, and contrasting 

vowel sounds of “stops scraps,” which create a jarring effect as the reader’s wide open 

mouth crumples into a puckered growl (3). This corporeal, mechanical prose demands 

both reading aloud and frequent pauses for reflection, and reading it by oscillating 
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between extreme proximity and distance, mouth and thought, mimics the narrator’s 

experience of his world.  

Though stressing a novel’s orality may seem strange given the form’s association 

with silent reading, I do so in response to a novel that thematizes boundaries breaking 

down, both generic and corporeal, with great force. In a passage from Texts for Nothing, 

Beckett’s nameless narrator forecasts the world of How It Is, split between characters 

crawling through timeless mud and a diurnal world above them, by promising to tell “a 

little story, with living creatures coming and going on a habitable earth crammed with the 

dead, a brief story, with night and day coming and going above” (316).9 Telling the story 

involves burning liquid spilling from the narrator’s eyes, either tears or crystalline humor 

(the liquefied lenses of the eyes), gravely stopping up his ears and mouth, then opening 

them again “to hear a story, tell a story” (316). The image indicates that the story will 

pass through the narrator’s ears and mouth like the burning liquid or “that heart-burning 

glut of words” (316), thus taking on a corporeal form. He will feel the story in his body, 

and it will hurt.   

The bizarre prose poetry of How It Is opens up a space of double compulsion for 

readers: conviction of this narrative’s ethical significance and interruption of the 

narrative’s forward motion by getting caught up in its orality. For readers, compulsion in 

the ethical sense comes from interpreting Beckett as a postwar writer grappling with 

Europe in a state of tortuous moral compromise from the Holocaust and the purges and 

                                                 
9 Beckett composed Textes pour rien from 1950 to 1951, after L’Innomable (1953). It was 

published with earlier stories as Nouvelles et textes pour rien in 1958, which he translated as Stories and 
Texts for Nothing in 1967. All Texts for Nothing citations refer to The Poems, Short Fiction, and Criticism 
of Samuel Beckett: Volume IV of the Grove Centenary Editions, ed. Paul Auster (New York: Grove, 2006). 
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displacements of the postwar years.10 The narrator, who lacks the cultural memory 

available to humanities scholars, experiences ethical compulsion through his awareness 

of the voice’s collective nature: “quaqua the voice of us all who all all those here before 

me and to come alone in this wallow or glued together all the Pims tormentors promoted 

victims past if it ever passes and to come that’s sure more than ever by the earth undone 

its light all those” (137). The threefold repetition of the word all intensifies the voice’s 

ethical claim on the narrator, culminating in disclosing the narrator’s world and the 

distressing possibilities it affords: tormentor, victim, and former victim crawling toward 

former tormentor, who will be tormented in turn before the cycle repeats itself.11   

Because the narrator’s expressive abilities cannot measure up to the voice’s 

ethical claim, he tries to avoid this shameful realization by focusing on the voice’s sound 

rather than its meaning: “the moment when I would need to say and could not mamma 

papa hear those sounds slake my thirst for labials and could not from then on words for 

that moment and following vast stretch of time” (137-139). Yet the narrator’s appeal to 

the oral drive, compulsion in the psychoanalytic sense, only clarifies the shameful nature 

of avoiding the voice’s meaning. He thus calls attention to compulsion in the ethical 

sense, transforming pleasurable sounds back into meaningful words. The underlined 

                                                 
10 For an overview of the displacements and purges in both Western and Eastern Europe, see Tony 

Judt, Postwar, op. cit., 23-32 and 41-62.  
  

11 The How It Is storyworld distills postwar Europe’s climate of retribution well, from Soviet 
soldiers raping German women as revenge for German soldiers’ treatment of Russians, to the sometimes 
vengeful prosecution of collaborators in France, which Beckett knew more about as a Parisian. The 
historian Tony Judt, Postwar, op. cit., 42, observes that “‘Resistance’ . . . was a protean and unclear 
category, in some places an invented one. But ‘collaboration’ was another matter. Collaborators could be 
universally identified and execrated.” The postwar years back up the consensus among psychologists that 
many people find taking vengeance on others or themselves easier than reflecting on their own shameful, 
morally compromised actions.    
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phrase “and could not,” absent from Comment c’est, both intensifies the narrator’s 

avoidance by heightening his desire for oral satisfaction, on the one hand, and echoes his 

feeling of inadequacy to express collective suffering, on the other, thus undermining his 

avoidance strategy: 

movements for nothing of the lower face no sound no word and then not 
even that no further point no more reliance to be placed on that when it’s 
the last hope look for something else how it would be then words for that 
 
from it all that of that so little what little remains I’ve named myself the 
panting stops and I am an instant that old ever dwindling little that I think 
I hear of an ancient voice quaqua on all sides the voice of us all as many 
as we are as many as we’ll end if we ever end by having been something 
wrong there (139) 

 
Oral pleasure ceases when the narrator’s larynx and mouth fail, and he endures a brief, 

painful experience of identification with the voice of collective suffering as I, the 

pronoun of personal identity, appears in the text.   

Both the narrator and readers get stuck in the narrative’s suspended dialectic as 

they vacillate between ethical conviction and perverse enjoyment. Yet most readers have 

the advantage of entering the narrator’s world with clearer, more organized cultural 

memories. The disintegrated world of How It Is demands both affective investment and 

sustained effort to make sense of the narrator’s experience. That world thus provides a 

catalyst for reimagining sensibility after the world wars, particularly the Holocaust, their 

most important event.   

A major conflict that drives Beckett’s mature novels is finding livable relational 

spaces somewhere between the extremes of solipsism and collective identification: a 

solitary consciousness laughing and crying in the dark, on the one hand, and a sage 
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making grim existential pronouncements, on the other. Given the limitations of Lacan’s 

dynamic structuralism for working with disorganized psychotic discourse, as in the 

intense, disintegrated images on display in How It Is, I will draw on Jessica Benjamin’s 

ethics of mutual recognition to explain how Beckett develops such intersubjective spaces 

in Watt and How It Is.12 While Lacan downplays the developmental roles of affect 

containment and play traditionally attributed to mothers, Benjamin gives them a central 

place in her ethics.  

Lacan’s clinical practice foregrounded the analyst and analysand’s collaboratively 

adversarial creation of new subject formations, but his theories of paternal and maternal 

functions call for critique when they allow the normative gender roles and sexual object 

choices that Lacan dedicated his career to opposing to seep back in, as they do through 

his relative neglect of affect.13 Benjamin offers concepts useful for understanding 

Beckett’s writing because her work bridges Lacan’s concern with perverse systems and 

the object relations theory that Beckett knew about by reading the psychoanalyst Otto 

                                                 
12 While Lacan’s writing about psychosis focuses more on analyzing literary works than his 

encounters with psychotic patients in the clinic, the Lacanian analysts Darian Leader in Britain and the 
members of GIFRIC (Groupe Interdisciplinaire Freudien de Recherches et d’Interventions Cliniques et 
Culturelles) in Quebec have reported success working with such patients. See Leader, What Is Madness? 
(London: Penguin, 2012), and Willy Apollon, Daniel Bergeron, and Lucie Cantin, After Lacan: Clinical 
Practice and the Subject of the Unconscious (Albany: State U of New York P, 2002). Like Freud before 
him, Lacan focused his writing on psychosis primarily on paranoid schizophrenia by prioritizing the 
paranoid judge Daniel Paul Schreber’s Memoirs of My Nervous Illness (1903). I agree with Angela Woods, 
The Sublime Object of Psychiatry, op. cit., 67, that Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, with its focus on 
the systematic aspects of the unconscious, provides theories more useful for understanding the building of 
delusional systems characteristic of paranoia than schizophrenia symptoms like bizarre affect and cognitive 
disintegration. However, I find Darian Leader’s Lacanian account of negative symptoms like social 
withdrawal nuanced and compelling. See What Is Madness? 101-112.      

 
13 For an account of Lacan’s break with postwar object relations theory because of its normalizing 

function, see Marc De Kesel, Eros and Ethics: Reading Jacques Lacan’s Seminar VII, trans. Sigi Jöttkandt 
(Albany: Statue U of New York P, 2009), 11-45. For an argument that Freud and Lacan universalize 
“normative heterosexual masculinity,” see Angela Woods, The Sublime Object of Psychiatry, op. cit., 76-85 
and 100-122.    
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Rank’s The Trauma of Birth (1929) and undergoing psychotherapy with the British object 

relations analyst Wilfred Bion. Benjamin formulates her ethics by developing the object 

relations idea that the primary caregiver contains the infant’s negative affects and enables 

him to separate from her by encouraging play, thus creating his own containers. As we 

will see, building such containers causes Beckett’s narrators great anguish, but their 

persistence from Watt to the late prose texts results in greater acceptance of shame.   

As the narrator’s unsuccessful attempts at avoiding the voice’s ethical calling 

demonstrate, How It Is embodies a breakdown of the distinction between purposeful 

sense-making and the unconscious circulation of language, and this breakdown puts the 

narrator’s desire in serious question. Lacan did most of his clinical work with neurotic 

people, whose symptoms involved following deadening rules to compensate for their 

dearth of fulfillment since they lacked the resources to recognize their desire for such 

fulfillment.14 Beckett’s career as a fiction writer demonstrates a similar process of turning 

rule-bound structures into heuristics for the development of a postwar sensibility, though 

with a more violent relationship to structures than the rule-following of Lacan’s neurotic 

analysands. Beckett’s narrators use these structures to take tentative steps toward 

ownership of the voice, the ethos of language as embodied relationality. In his critique of 

Pierre Tal Coat’s abstract painting as insufficiently innovative, ‘B’ extols “The 

expression that there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from 

                                                 
14 In Eros and Ethics, op. cit., 6, Marc De Kesel sums up the function of Lacanian psychoanalysis 

well: “All psychoanalysis can do is confront the analysand with what, in a way, he already knows but 
cannot accept because he is unable to recognize his desire. This is why the one who confronts his desire 
does not necessarily discover new rules to live by. He can just as well continue to live by the rules he has 
always had. But now, he will do so a little more freely and with more feeling for the desire operative in 
those rules.”  
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which to express, no power to express, no desire to express, together with the obligation 

to express” (“Three Dialogues,” 556). In the late prose texts Company (1980), Ill Seen Ill 

Said (1982), and Worstward Ho (1984), sometimes called the second trilogy, Beckett’s 

narrative voice recovers that desire. 

The focus on laborious creation out of mud in How It Is recalls Beckett’s 

experience of witnessing World War II destruction firsthand, though I caution against 

reading the novel as a neat allegory since it focuses on struggling to complete a narrative 

of encountering another person, rather than uncovering well known historical events. 

That being said, Katherine Weiss rightly points out that we lose an important influence 

on Beckett’s sensibility if we ignore his 1945 work for the Irish Red Cross in the 

Normandy town of Saint-Lô (158-160), which the D-Day invasions had reduced to rubble 

sunk in what Beckett called “a sea of mud” in a letter to his Trinity College, Dublin 

friend, the poet Thomas MacGreevy (Letters vol. 2, 18).15 Weiss’s claim that Beckett 

experienced guilt for Ireland’s neutrality and his avoidance of battle zones during the war 

seems a fair inference from the letters. The reader will recall from the introduction that 

people experience guilt after breaking laws, legal or moral, while they experience shame 

in response to unrealized potential. Shame is a more intimate affect than guilt because it 

involves judgments of self-worth. My conception of language as the primary medium of 

Bildung, of identity development, entails paying more attention to the shame Beckett 

must have felt, especially as he sat down to write after the war and struggled to create a 

                                                 
15 For a longer account of Beckett’s work in Saint-Lô, see James Knowlson, Damned to Fame, op. 

cit., 313-318. For an analysis of Saint-Lô’s effects on Beckett’s character creation, see Andrew Gibson, 
Samuel Beckett (London: Reaktion Books, 2010), 109-111.      
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style adequate for the postwar world. After all, his dead colleagues had helped him 

develop his literary English and French, as I will discuss in more detail later.  

In “The Capital of the Ruins,” an essay about the Irish Red Cross Hospital he 

wrote for broadcast on Radio Eireann, Beckett projects guilt onto his neutral fellow Irish 

for their ostensible materialism and sense of entitlement as opposed to “the rare and 

famous ways of spirit that are the French ways” (Complete 276), namely their ability to 

maintain a sense of dignity despite their circumstances.16 Yet when he finishes explaining 

the insignificance of material provisions for “this universe become provisional” (278), he 

reverses his sardonic account of the Irish contribution to France by summing up the 

French gift to the Irish: “a vision and a sense of a time-honoured conception of humanity 

in ruins, and perhaps even an inkling of the terms in which our condition is to be thought 

again” (278). “Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate,” indeed (Shakespeare 1944). The 

focus on ruined humanity, here, has the global scope of shame rather than the restricted 

one of guilt, and the essay moves past its concern with material conditions to the 

questions about language and sensibility raised by the war.    

While scholars of modernism agree that Beckett’s writing has great ethical 

significance, there is little agreement about the character of that significance, 

understandably enough given his work’s notorious resistance to interpretation. A survey 

of ethical approaches to Beckett is not necessary here since Russell Smith’s collection 

                                                 
16 In “‘…Humanity in Ruins…’”: The Historical Body in Beckett’s Fiction,” Samuel Beckett: 

History, Memory, Archive, ed. Seán Kennedy and Katherine Weiss (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009), 158-159,  Katherine Weiss points out that “The Capital of the Ruins” “was probably never broadcast 
because of its rather harsh look at Ireland’s ineffectiveness to help restore Saint-Lô and in contrast its 
respectful nod at the inhabitants of Saint-Lô for their will to go on.” This supposition makes sense given the 
Irish government’s censorship of the press from 1939 to 1946 under the Emergency Powers Act.   
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Beckett and Ethics (2008) provides a timely one. Instead, I will situate my argument 

among other readings of Beckett’s work as a response to historical suffering and the 

damage it inflicts on structures of value and sense-making, such as the abovementioned 

Bildung.  

In his recent monograph, Jed Esty offers a history of the British modernist novel 

that takes its formal attributes into account rather than allegorizing passages selected to 

fit the allegory’s (usually historicist) literal term. Esty’s approach, examining the 

disparity between individual development and national progress narratives in the 

modernist bildungsroman of Britain and its former empire, grafts onto ethics well 

because he focuses on the skills that grappling with modernist fiction develops in readers, 

especially navigating their roles in nation-states globalizing with great speed and 

unpredictability (Unseasonable 203). Beckett’s mature fiction also develops skills for 

negotiating disjunctions in Bildung, but between Aristotle’s concept of phronesis, the 

wisdom necessary to make practical decisions, and ideas of human flourishing 

[eudaimonia], or teloi, rather than the individual and national development that occupy 

his fiction up to Watt.17 In Lacan’s terms, ideas of flourishing are objects of ethical desire 

(Seminar VII 291-301), so Beckett’s fiction works through the disintegration of Bildung 

and thus promotes negotiating the subject’s relationship to ethical desire when its object 

has broken down. My reading of his relationship to Bildung extends Esty’s observation 

that Beckett takes previous modernist critiques of the bildungsroman to their logical, 

unworlded conclusion in two ways. First, I focus on Beckett’s fiction after Murphy and, 

                                                 
17 For an analysis of Aristotle’s concept eudaimonia, including a critique of its misleading 

translation as happiness, see Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2001), 32-52.   
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second, I posit working through shame as a key motive of his increasingly thorough 

disintegration of the bildungsroman form (Unseasonable 204-206).       

Jonathan Boutler has suggested that Beckett’s novels enact virtue ethics by calling 

readers to use practical wisdom (phronēsis) without a clear telos as they struggle to 

interpret them. Since the ideals of European culture discredited by World War II provide 

many of the fiction’s aesthetic ideas, my account of literary history supports Boutler’s 

view. Beckett’s fiction, he argues, thematizes the act of reading and often undermines the 

reader’s self-understanding, thus forcing interpretation to begin again, with new schemas 

of the whole toward which each passage builds. For Boutler, “this difficulty is the end of 

reading” (9). In other words, difficult fiction exercises readers’ practical wisdom. 

Because he does not take Beckett’s engagement with psychoanalysis into account, 

however, Boutler draws a clear line between ethical and psychoanalytic compulsion that 

does not do justice to the embodiment of Beckett’s characters (8), particularly their 

conflicted responses to language invading their bodies: attempting to silence it or project 

it onto others, on the one hand, and continuing to endure it despite the suffering it causes 

them, on the other.  

Beckett’s quotation of Aristotle’s ostensible last words in Watt also foregrounds 

the importance of embodiment in his fiction: “faede hunc mundum intravi, anxius vixi, 

perturbatus egredior, causa causarum miserere mei” (378) (“In filth I entered this world, 

anxious I lived, troubled I go out of it, on account of these causes have mercy on me”) 

(Ackerley 215). This sentence’s connection between a disgusting birth, an anxious life, 

and difficulty dying reflects the abiding preoccupation with psychosomatic illness in 
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Beckett’s work, especially the phrase “never been properly born” (374), an alteration of 

Carl Jung’s teaching which appears for the first time in the Watt addenda.18 Beckett’s 

characters’ failure to understand themselves cannot be divorced from their failure to 

establish their bodies as truly theirs. For example, Watt experiences a grotesque rebirth 

after his quest for meaningful work at Mr. Knott’s estate dissolves into madness. When 

waiting overnight in a locked train station after leaving the estate, he hallucinates a 

postmenopausal woman’s mouth whispering to him, “the thin lips sticking and 

unsticking,” which the narrator also describes as “pale bows of mucus” (360-361). In the 

morning, the railroad workers empty a bucket filled with blood and slime on Watt to get 

him moving. In Beckett’s fiction, breakdowns in the sense of reality lead to bodies 

decaying and dissolving, like Watt’s return to a primitive state through the vulva of a 

hallucinatory woman too old to give birth.      

In a 1938 review of his friend Denis Devlin’s poems, Beckett calls for art judged 

not with disinterest, but in terms of “the need that is the absolute predicament of 

                                                 
18 For a comprehensive account of Beckett’s use of Jung’s imagery in his work, see Davyd 

Melnyk, “Never Been Properly Jung,” Samuel Beckett Today/Aujourd’hui 15 (2005): 355-362. According 
to James Knowlson, Damned to Fame, op. cit., 170, Wilfred Bion attended Jung’s October 2, 1935 lecture 
at the Tavistock Clinic with Beckett during their analysis in London. The source of “never been properly 
born” is the following remarks by Jung, which he delivered in English on that day: “Recently I saw a case 
of a little girl of ten who had some most amazing mythological dreams. Her father consulted me about 
these dreams. 1 could not tell him what I thought because they contained an uncanny prognosis. The little 
girl died a year later of an infectious disease. She had never been born entirely.” Luke Thurston quotes 
Jung in “Outselves: Beckett, Bion, and Beyond,” Journal of Modern Literature 23.2 (Spring 2009): 127. In 
On Trust, op. cit., 204-205, Gabriel Josipovici points to similar imagery in the writing of Franz Kafka and 
Jorge Luis Borges and finds it symptomatic of anxiety about the disparity between deliberate artistic 
creation and fatherhood, creation “out of a mixture of chance and erotic desire” rather than self-conscious 
choice. Hence much late modernist writing involved grappling with autonomy, as I will discuss at length in 
the next two chapters. In Sex and Aesthetics in Samuel Beckett’s Work (Houndmills and New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 3-8, Paul Stewart traces Beckett’s association of procreation with a putrescent 
natural world to the influence of Saint Augustine’s notion of original sin, the physical-spiritual dualism of 
Mani (the founder of the ancient gnostic religion Manichaeism), and the philosopher Arthur 
Schopenhauer’s theory that aesthetic contemplation provides relief from sexual urges.   
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particular human identity” (Disjecta 91, my emphasis). This early review is consistent 

with the skeptical attitude toward Kant that Beckett expresses in the philosophy notes he 

wrote in the 1930s, where he criticizes Kant for taking “abstractions for reality, words for 

definable judgements, worthless currency as real money” (qtd. in Feldman 142). Hence 

the ideal reader of hermeneutics posited by Boutler falls short of the embodied reader 

Beckett’s fiction calls for. Beckett thematizes not only hermeneutic desire, but also the 

pathological nature of beginning interpretation again, as in Watt’s rebirth. In the German 

Letter of 1937, where Beckett lays out his aesthetics of the negative to his friend Axel 

Kaun, he advocates emulating “that crazy [verrückte] mathematician who used to apply a 

new principle of measurement at each individual step of the calculation” (Letters vol. 1, 

520, my emphasis), and his program for creating a “literature of the non-word” reflects 

the influence of the Marquis de Sade, whose writing he was invited to translate the 

following year: abusing language (518), tearing it apart (518), violating it (520), and 

drilling “one hole after another into it” (520).19 While Beckett later rejected this letter as 

“German bilge,” not unlike the slop dumped on Watt, the Sadian motifs in Beckett’s 

work remained, as did his equation of writing with pathology.20  

                                                 
19 Beckett ultimately backed out of translating Sade’s Les 120 Journées de Sodome ou l'école du 

libertinage / ‘The 120 Days of Sodom, or the School of Libertinism’ (1785) for fear of damaging his 
reputation. See The Letters of Samuel Beckett: Volume 1, 1929-1940, ed. Martha Dow Fehsenfeld and Lois 
More Overbeck (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2009), 604-608.    
 

20 Ruby Cohn cites “German bilge” in the introduction to her English translation of the letter in 
Beckett, Disjecta: Miscellaneous Writing and a Dramatic Fragment, ed. Ruby Cohn (New York: Grove, 
1984), 170. In Beckett's Dedalus: Dialogical Engagements with Joyce in Beckett's Fiction (Toronto and 
Buffalo: U of Toronto P, 2009), 125, P.J. Murphy has suggested that Beckett dismissed the letter because 
“it contains a number of uncritical judgments and smacks of naïve Idealism/Transcendentalism,” not 
because of its Sadian ethos. For an account of Beckett’s familiarity with Sade’s writing, see Shane Weller, 
“The Anethics of Desire: Beckett, Racine, Sade,” in Beckett and Ethics, ed. Russell Smith (London and 
New York: Continuum, 2008), 108-112.     
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Lee Oser comes nearer the mark by positing an ethical Beckett who “answers the 

apocalypse of Europe, the Holocaust and the war, with an apocalypse of language and 

mind” (113). That structural parallel is the subject of this chapter, which uses a 

phenomenology of shame to fill in the gap that Oser argues is a necessary feature of 

Beckett’s ethics: “But why he does so – whether his position is ethical – is beyond our 

grasp, just as his spiritual telos is beyond our moral calculus” (113, italics in original). 

Oser is right about the incalculable telos but wrong about the inscrutability of Beckett’s 

ethical position because his fiction solicits reading practices that neither rush to allegorize 

historical circumstances nor idealize the play of the signifier, as in deconstruction, nor 

celebrate radical immanence, as in vitalism.21 Instead, his fiction embodies worlds bereft 

of meaningful projects, and thus possibilities for sustained, rich relationships with others, 

while maintaining desire for such possibilities. Hence the telos can reside in a hoped for 

future rather than the mystical space where Oser places it, and Beckett’s fiction keeps 

longing for more ethical communities alive while acknowledging the collapsing horizons 

of the postwar world. Beckett’s mature fiction functions as a minimalist ritual, like 

21 Oser’s position is in line with Alain Badiou’s account of Beckett’s influence on his own identity 
formation in On Beckett, trans. Alberto Toscano and Nina Power (Manchester: Clinamen, 2003), 37-38: “I 
discovered the work of Beckett in the mid-fifties. It was a real encounter, a subjective blow of sorts that left 
an indelible mark. So that forty years later, I can say, with Rimbaud: ‘I’m here, I’m always there’ [j'y suis, 
j'y suis toujours]. This is the principal task of youth: to encounter the incalculable, and thereby to convince 
oneself, against the disillusioned, that the thesis ‘nothing is, nothing is valuable’ is both false and 
oppressive” (brackets in original). However, virtue ethics approaches necessarily diverge from Badiou’s 
attempt to formalize Beckett’s ethics with speculative, rather than calculating, mathematics. For more on 
the foundational distinctions between these two approaches, see Andrew Gibson, Beckett and Badiou: The 
Pathos of Intermittency (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2006), 6-16. While I admire Badiou’s reading of Beckett’s 
writing as a meditation on the ethics of artistic possibility, I take issue with Badiou’s denigration of human 
nature. Beckett shares Badiou’s disgust with human bodies. However, Beckett puts such bodies through 
their paces in his writing and thus leaves space for readers to interpret his texts as honoring the human 
animal rather than denigrating our animal nature as such, as Badiou does. The distinction is subtle, but 
important. My reading of Beckett’s fiction entails broadly Aristotelian ethics and ontology, while Badiou’s 
position comes from Plato.         
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Antigone sprinkling dirt on the body of her brother to prevent tyrannical power from 

erasing his memory.22 Mourning reinforces the dignity of the dead by affirming that the 

significance of their existence exceeds their biological lifespans.              

My contention that Beckett affirms culture as such diverges sharply from Andrew 

Gibson’s reading of his work through Alain Badiou’s philosophy of the event, the rare 

emergence of a void beyond being into daily life, which Badiou considers a realm of 

enervating habit and animalistic urges.23 Like Badiou, Gibson contends that Beckett’s 

storyworlds embody the actual, thinkable infinity of mathematical set theory rather than 

the ideals about the human animal’s potential on which my ethics of shame relies 

(Beckett 6-16). While the illogical nature of those storyworlds makes Gibson’s position 

plausible, it does not make it probable since the logical breakdowns appear to come from 

his characters’ disintegrating minds, and the storyworlds may be distressingly large but 

finite rather than infinite, as Sianne Ngai has suggested of How It Is (Ugly 274-278). 

Accepting Gibson’s interpretation of Beckett’s writing as a melancholy, ironic response 

                                                 
22 According to Marc De Kesel, Antigone’s meager funeral, for Lacan, accomplishes “the 

celebration of the human being surviving, as signifier, in the symbolic order.” See De Kesel’s conference 
presentation, “There Is No Ethics of the Real: About a Common Misreading of Lacan’s Seminar on ‘The 
Ethics of Psychoanalysis,’” Rhetoric, Politics, Ethics (Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium, 21-23 April 
2005), <http://www.rpe.ugent.be/>, 13. De Kesel critiques Alenka Zupančič’s Ethics of the Real: Kant, 
Lacan (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Massachusetts Institute of Technology P, 2000), which does more 
justice to Kant’s ethics than Lacan’s.   
 

23 Badiou opposes the interdisciplinary, developmental idea of culture in favor of splitting creative 
activity into four circumscribed domains, which he calls the conditions of philosophy: politics, art, science, 
and love. He opposes these conditions, respectively, to management, culture, technology, and sexuality, 
which he attributes to the world of capitalist democracy. See the translator Oliver Feltham’s preface to 
Being and Event (London and New York: Continuum, 2005), xvii-xxiii, and Badiou, Conditions, trans. 
Steven Corcoran (London and New York: Continuum, 2008), 1-32. For a defense of rigorously aesthetic 
cultural studies approaches, see Rita Felski, “Modernist Studies and Cultural Studies: Reflections on 
Method,” Modernism/Modernity10.3 (Sept. 2003): 501-517. Such approaches, she claims in op. cit., 507, 
“decisively [undercut] the antithesis of art versus society that still tends to shape our understanding of the 
modernist period,” but without lapsing into the unexamined populism that renders questionable the ethical 
and political value of some cultural studies work: the kind that Badiou finds contemptible.            
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to a world “not obviously open to transformation or renewal” by events originating in a 

chaotic void requires assenting to Badiou’s Neoplatonism, which equates ontology with 

set theory (26). Literary historians may find that position hard to swallow since it attacks 

the philosophical foundations of their work. Badiou gives no quarter whatsoever to 

cultural studies approaches, however egalitarian their aspirations or how much attention 

they give to style and form.24  

Yet Gibson’s argument that Watt inaugurates a sensibility of waiting and “an 

ethics of settling with the power of inertia” paves the way for an affective reading of the 

novel (Beckett 170), and his call for more attention to the novel’s role in developing the 

mature sensibility expressed in the plays is perceptive and timely (Beckett 170-171). In 

his first book Proust (1931), Beckett shares the modernist disdain for habit, though with a 

pessimistic cast derived from Schopenhauer rather than the exuberant rhetoric of most 

manifestos. In the midst of several disgusting and contemptible metaphorical terms for 

habit – a tumor (515), tourism (517-518), and, most famously, “the ballast that chains the 

                                                 
24 Badiou clarifies his disdain for gradual development, and the extent of his break with Lacan and 

Heidegger’s valorization of language as a privileged means of such development, in the sequel to Being 
and Event, Logics of Worlds, trans. Alberto Toscano (London and New York: Continuum, 2009), 509-510, 
in which he proclaims, “History does not exist. There are only disparate presents whose radiance is 
measured by their power to unfold a past worthy of them. In democratic materialism, the life of language-
bodies is the conservative succession of the instants of the atonic world. It follows that the past is charged 
with the task of endowing these instants with a fictive horizon, with a cultural density. This also explains 
why the fetishism of history is accompanied by an unrelenting discourse on novelty, perpetual change and 
the imperative of modernization. The past of cultural depths is matched by a dispersive present, an agitation 
which is itself devoid of any depth whatsoever. There are monuments to visit and devastated instants to 
inhabit. Everything changes at every instant, which is why one is left to contemplate the majestic historical 
horizon of what does not change.” Badiou’s portrayal of historicism as a fetish may apply to historicism as 
an ideology that assumes a causal relationship between thick description of contexts, on the one hand, and 
emancipatory politics, on the other, though Allen Dunn and Thomas Haddox’s collection The Limits of 
Literary Historicism (Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 2011) provides a more nuanced one. However, 
Badiou’s argument becomes hyperbolic when applied to literary history as a methodology. I agree with 
Matthew Ratcliffe, Feelings of Being, op. cit., 219, that “some existential changes are quite subtle, rather 
than being sudden, world-estranging events.” Taking stock of these subtle changes requires paying more 
attention to affect than Badiou does.  
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dog to his vomit” (515) – he generalizes habit to include embodied experience itself: 

“Breathing is habit. Life is habit” (515).  

In the thick of composing his mature novels and plays, however, he displays a 

more nuanced attitude toward embodied experience: Kafka’s “hope— but not for us,” 

reimagined as lived experience—but not for postwar artists (qtd. in Benjamin, 

Illuminations 116).  In “Three Dialogues,” ‘B’ calls avoiding the duty of expressive 

failure “desertion, art and craft, good housekeeping, living” (563). While vestigial 

contempt for lived experience remains, there is no sign of the disgust for it on display in 

Proust, and ‘B’ acknowledges its desirability, just as the Texts for Nothing narrator 

affirms his desire for the civilization he has lost: “A glow, red, afar, at night, in winter, 

that’s worth having, that must have been worth having” (301).25 When B’s interlocutor, 

the art critic Georges Duthuit (‘D’), asks, “Are we really to deplore the painting that is a 

rallying, among the things of time that pass and hurry us away, towards a time that 

endures and gives increase?”, he replies with an emotional outburst: “(Exit weeping.)” 

(559, italics in original). As the stage direction indicates with terse comedy, the modernist 

artist is no longer a spiritual superman, but a servant obligated to use his disaffection to 

explore the structures that make embodied experience possible after serious challenges to 

its coherence. In other words, while most Europeans attempt to move on with their lives, 

the violence of the twentieth century’s first half obligates the late modernist artist to bear 

out its implications for the ethos of European high culture.  

                                                 
25 For a discussion of the narrator’s nostalgia, see Seán Kennedy, “Does Beckett Studies Require a 

Subject? Mourning Ireland in the Texts for Nothing,” ” in Samuel Beckett: History, Memory, Archive, op. 
cit., 11-30.    
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As Gibson points out, this aesthetic has roots in historical experience, particularly 

the wartime deprivation and uncertainty of Vichy France that, he argues, Beckett evokes 

at length in En attendant Godot (1953), a play that he wrote in the postwar climate of 

“pompous Gaullist triumphalism” that projected France’s shame onto a minority of 

collaborators rather than owning it (“Afterword” 185-188, 190). Godot exemplifies 

Beckett’s mature work by refusing the active position of critique characteristic of much 

historicism, which sometimes speaks for suffering groups too readily rather than 

reflecting on the intellectual’s position of enunciation, in favor of receptivity to a 1940s 

sensibility that takes stock of nineteenth-century liberal Bildung and its disastrous 

consequences. Most importantly for my argument, Gibson characterizes the voice that 

invades the bodies of Beckett’s characters as “repeatedly associated with 

impoverishment, disempowerment, captivity, beggary, suffering, even peasant labor” 

(“Afterword” 192). This voice has an ethical component: the ragged ethos snaking its 

way into the compensatory, formalistic systems of his characters, calling for recognition 

despite the impossibility of that task.26  

                                                 
26 Given the incompatible ontological foundations of cultural studies and Badiou’s ethics of 

fidelity to truth-events, the historical materialist ethics Gibson advances in “Afterword: ‘the skull the skull 
the skull the skull in Connemara’ – Beckett, Ireland, and Elsewhere,” Beckett and Ireland, ed. Seán 
Kennedy (Cambridge, Cambridge UP, 2010), 197, seem a significant departure from the ethical Beckett he 
advocates in Beckett and Badiou, op. cit., published four years earlier: “The sense of a larger claim, beyond 
oneself, outside oneself, to which one can never prove adequate, of another voice that will not be stilled, of 
an unappeasable clamor of specters, is conceivably the mainspring of one of the greatest projects in art of 
the last century.” Badiou finds such responsibility to the ordinary dead a distraction from the artist’s 
vocation of advancing the formal possibilities of her medium. See Gibson, Beckett and Badiou, op. cit., 1: 
“The discovery of the square root of two is a capital event. The accumulation of plague-stricken corpses in 
the streets of Athens is not. According to Alain Badiou, this is the Platonic view. Badiou thinks Plato was 
right.” I agree with Heidegger that our cultures call us to preserve and transform our worlds in light of their 
possible collapse. See Hubert L. Dreyfus’s foreword to Carol J. White, Time and Death: Heidegger’s 
Analysis of Finitude (Aldershot, Engl., and Burlington, Ver.: Ashgate, 2005), xxvi-xxxiii.   
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Answering that call entailed developing a more relational aesthetic despite the 

difficulties of doing so. As a lifelong reader of Dante, not only did Beckett adapt his 

imagery and characters, but he also drew on the vicious circle structure of the Inferno and 

the virtuous circle of the Purgatorio as his fiction descended into flatter affect and 

increasing reflexivity from his posthumously published first novel Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women (1932, 1992) to Texts for Nothing, then reached a turning point in How 

It Is, when the narrator’s encounter with a fellow sufferer, Pim, begins Beckett’s 

narrators’ gestures toward reconciliation with the voice. The body becomes the medium 

of thought and feeling in addition to the object of thought and feeling (usually obsession, 

contempt, disgust, and muted nostalgia). His published fiction, then, progresses from the 

protagonist of the short story collection More Pricks Than Kicks (1934), Belacqua, who 

prefers resting in a fetal position to climbing Mount Purgatory in the Purgatorio, to the 

voices in the dark of the second trilogy, who develop more capacious self-affection by 

coming to terms with the necessarily relational nature of language even as they maintain 

the desire to extinguish it.27                     

I will focus on Watt and How It Is because of their transitional nature. In Watt, 

Beckett disintegrates the allusive voice of his early fiction and, through the storyworld of 

Mr. Knott’s estate, begins to develop the solipsistic enclosures and hyper-reflexive 

narrators characteristic of the last two Trilogy novels, Malone Dies (1956) and The 

Unnamable. In How It Is, the field of mud and memories of a high bourgeois childhood 

                                                 
27 The image of Belacqua returns in the narrator’s sleeping posture in How it is and / et L’image: A 

Critical-Genetic Edition  / Une édition critico-génétique, ed. Edouard Magessa O’Reilly (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2001), 27: “the knees drawn up the back bent in a hoop the tiny head near the knees 
curled round the sack Belacqua fallen over on his side tired of waiting forgotten of the hearts where grace 
abides asleep.”   
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that make up the novel’s storyworld, along with the focus on encountering fellow 

sufferers, transitions Beckett’s style from enclosure in claustrophobic narrative to the 

expansive prose poetry and concern with memory characteristic of the second trilogy. 

While my argument about his stylistic development owes its structure to Gibson and 

Badiou (Beckett 143, 169-171; On 15-18), I disagree with Badiou’s interpretation of the 

ethics embodied by Beckett’s fiction because these ethics deny the importance of the 

lived body in favor of universal forms of subjectivity that Badiou calls generic humanity 

(On 27-28). For example, he argues that the setting of How It Is “lays out an abstract 

place that does not imply any established figure of the sensible” and is instead 

“homogenous and regulated, subjected to strict parameters that one senses could serve as 

the object of an exact science” (On 23). I interpret the field of mud where the characters 

crawl as a collapsing world, not a barren space, which becomes distressingly tactile since 

it offers no meaningful projects and thus disorganizes the narrator’s felt sense of dwelling 

there.  

The lived body provides a crucial medium for connecting literary history to the 

histories of other spheres of human experience and thus helping readers invest in 

storyworlds, as in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s concept of understanding literature, which 

makes more space for affect than Badiou’s concept of thinking literature.28 While I am in 

                                                 
28 For Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall 

(New York: Continuum, 1989), 10, “The interpreter seeks no more than to understand this universal, the 
text—that is, to understand what it says, what constitutes the text’s meaning and significance. In order to 
understand that, he must not try to disregard himself and his particular hermeneutical situation,” that is, the 
horizon of possibilities disclosed by his world (my emphasis). Compare Badiou, who makes no space for 
the reader’s world in On Beckett, op. cit., 48: “That being ceases to flee in order to convert itself into 
nothingness entails that language must determine the place of being within a fiction, that it must assign 
being to its place” (my emphases) Badiou characterizes language, here, as a formal system rather than a 
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sympathy with Badiou’s warning against interpreting How It Is as an allegory of the 

concentration camps, universalizing it creates another problem, namely removing the 

novel from literary history.29 Since Beckett wrote How It Is in French and translated it 

into English, the novel works through the shredded ethos of Francophone and 

Anglophone communities in the aftermath of World War II.          

With some modifications by relational psychoanalysis, Lacan’s Oedipal theory of 

emergence into language offers a useful structure for understanding what Beckett’s ethics 

of expression says about the place of his novels in the history of literary modernism. As 

the social structure that replaced his family, the Joyce circle functioned as both the 

symbolic and the real father for Beckett. Since Joyce’s capacious style presented a limit 

point for innovative uses of the novel, Joyce’s writing operated as the Name-of-the-

Father for Beckett’s career as a novelist. In fact, the Joyce circle had such an impact on 
                                                                                                                                                 
medium of lived experience. In Beckett’s writing, language plays both roles, hence my emphasis on the 
relationship between ethical and pathological compulsion.  
 

29 Badiou argues in On Beckett, op. cit., 46, in full-throated Neoplatonist mode, “We cannot 
understand the text if we immediately see it as a concentration camp [concentrationnaire] allegory of the 
dirty and diseased human animal. On the contrary – admitting that we are indeed animals lodged upon an 
earth which is insignificant and brimming over with excrement – it is a matter of establishing that which 
subsists in the register of the question, of thought, of the creative capacity . . . Thus reduced to a few 
functions, humanity is only more admirable, more energetic, more immortal” (brackets and italics in 
original). Given Badiou’s ethics of radically affirming human achievements, the stark binary he draws 
between honoring human possibilities and working through trauma coheres with his philosophical project, 
but not my historical one. Working through trauma and actualizing human potential are not mutually 
exclusive. Badiou opposes the historicism of Hegel and other romantic philosophers as insufficiently 
abstract, and thus pathological, as Andrew Gibson points out in Beckett and Badiou, op. cit., 6-8. Gibson 
sums up Badiou’s position well in op. cit., 16: “In essence, Badiou seeks to replace the Hegelian and 
romantic dyad of potential infinity and human finitude [i.e. the dialectic] with the dyad of actual infinity 
and event.” Badiou does so in On Beckett, op. cit., 6, by conceptualizing Beckett’s storyworlds as “the grey 
black,” a space “sufficiently grey for no light to be opposed to it as its Other. In an abstract sense, the place 
of being is ficitionalised as a black that is grey enough to be anti-dialectical, separated from all 
contradiction with light. The grey black is a black that must be grasped in its own arrangement and which 
does not form a pair with anything else” (my emphasis). As I have demonstrated, How It Is embodies a 
suspended dialectic of perverse enjoyment and ethical commitment. Situating the novel in cultural history 
improves our understanding of why the dialectic froze: a shredded European ethos and lack of trust in 
cultural traditions as a response to World War II.        
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Beckett’s early style that it also helped separate him from his mother tongue, thus 

functioning as the real father.30 After the war, Beckett was able to combine his formal 

intelligence and tonal sensitivity to split the Joyce circle’s influence on his writing into 

two paternal functions, the symbolic and the real. Doing so allowed him to develop an 

ethical style for a modernist tradition humiliated by World War II.31 This ethical style 

entails sustained empathy with the real father, which Beckett accomplishes by developing 

figures of intersubjectivity who contain each other’s shame and thus enable its 

expression, and surpassing the symbolic father.  

Beckett recognized a parallel between his ethics of expressive failure and 

schizophrenic experience as he understood it. In the abovementioned passage on failure, 

he writes that the inability to make “an expressive act, even if only of itself, of its 

impossibility, of its obligation . . . places myself, and perhaps an innocent [the reader?], 

in what I think is still called an unenviable situation, familiar to psychiatrists” (“Three 

Dialogues” 563). The parallels between schizophrenia and traumatic shame, especially 

alienation from one’s culture and a diminished sense of possibility for self-development, 

reveal a new reason for the starkness of Beckett’s storyworlds: not only the 

universalizing impulse identified by many critics, but also a means of limiting his 

                                                 
30 For an analysis of Beckett’s decision to write in French, see Tadeusz Pioro, “Joyce’s Irish,  

Beckett’s French: Expatriation and the Politics of Cultural Identity,” Qui Parle 3.2 (1989): 115-136. 
  

31 Avant-garde artists were not exceptional in their humiliation. In Postwar, op. cit., 41, Tony Judt 
sums up the moral climate of the war years well: “For most Europeans World War Two was experienced 
not as a war of movement and battle but as a daily degradation, in the course of which men and women 
were betrayed and humiliated, forced into daily acts of petty crime and self-abasement, in which everyone 
lost something and many lost everything.” Such humiliation takes a long time to work itself out of a 
culture. Consider the years after the war, when French women accused of sleeping with the occupying 
Germans were made public spectacles of by having their hair forcibly shorn off in the street, an extreme 
example of a common pattern: men projecting dispiriting affects onto women’s bodies. For a theoretical 
account of this pattern, see Clare Hemmings, “Invoking Affect,” op. cit.  
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exposure even as his fiction reveals the structure of such exposure.32 A style that mimics 

schizophrenia, then, provided Beckett a means of maintaining the modernist virtue of 

impersonality while expressing shame, the affect triggered by exposing personal 

commitments, including investments in the cultural practices and relationships that 

enable such expression. This combination, then, paradoxically preserves impersonality by 

disintegrating sensibility.33 Beckett thus maintains the dignity of a modernist ethos but 

expands its affective range beyond the cold judgment characteristic of impersonality, if 

only because his narrators lose the ethical coherence necessary for such judgment.   

II. Phenomenology of Schizophrenia as a Struggle for Empathy in Watt  

As my readings of his novels will demonstrate, Beckett’s refusal to reify 

schizophrenia despite his proximity to shameful events exemplifies a precise, caring 

engagement with collapsing worlds. As Shane Weller has argued, Beckett often invites 

readers to react unethically to his characters by regarding them with disgust, even when 

their actions do not warrant such disgust (Beckett 115-116). Only by moving past these 

initial moments of disgust and immersing oneself in worlds of severely attenuated dignity 

                                                 
32 For a genetic account of this exposure limitation in Beckett’s drama, see S.E. Gontarski, The 

Intent of Undoing in Samuel Beckett’s Dramatic Texts (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985).    
 

33 This paradox stems from Beckett’s indebtedness to the modernist techniques he travesties. As 
Lee Oser points out in The Ethics of Modernism: Moral Ideas in Yeats, Eliot, Joyce, Woolf, and Beckett 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2007), 10, “The mask in Beckett comes full circle from [W.B.] 
Yeats. It no longer offers any improvement over nature or time or society. It is commonplace . . . the 
identity through which one ‘sees’ the world and expresses oneself: in a world bereft of meaningful choices, 
there is only the meaningless play of masks.” For a Neo-Thomist critique of such mask-plays when 
separated from cultural accountability, see Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: 
Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition, (Notre Dame, Ind.: U of Notre Dame P, 1991), 196-215.   
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and sense does empathy become possible.34 Beckett’s development of the going on 

conceit, then, provides a starting place for an ethics of reading catastrophe. Neither 

speech that verges on incoherence, nor uncontrollable bodily fluids, nor the shame 

triggered by scenes of cruelty provide valid excuses for turning away. Hence Beckett’s 

career demonstrates a move away from the romanticizing/stigmatizing binary and toward 

radical empathy.35  

The affective intensity of Beckett’s fiction owes a great deal to its focus on the 

problems raised by collapsing worlds. ‘B’ comments in “Three Dialogues,” “There is 

more than a difference of degree between being short, short of the world, short of self, 

and being without these esteemed commodities. The one is a predicament, the other not” 

(561). An absent world allows for the pure abstraction desired by characters like Murphy 

and ‘B,’ as evidenced by B’s sardonic attitude toward self and world, while a collapsing 

                                                 
34 While I admire Shane Weller’s reading (in Beckett, Literature, op. cit., 116, 133) of Beckett’s 

career as a turn away from dark comedy to texts that disintegrate “the very reversibility of, and between, 
the comic and the tragic,” I take issue with his claim that this trajectory is “anethically posthumorous” (my 
emphasis). By the anethical, Weller means “an occasion, not of a new art or a new ethics, but rather of 
ways in which the experience of the disintegration of both art and ethics might be rendered visible.” See op. 
cit., 10. This exposure of disintegration resembles the unmasking gestures characteristic of the 
hermeneutics of suspicion, but with disillusionment posited as an end in itself. Rita Felski sums up this 
ethos well in “After Suspicion,” Profession, Modern Language Association of America (2009): 28-29: 
“Disdaining the obvious in order to probe the infinite mysteries of the unsaid, the hermeneutics of suspicion 
promotes a sensibility that prides itself on its uncompromising wariness and hypervigilance.” As 
demonstrated by recent phenomenologies of mental illness, the empathy skills derived from engaging with 
ethically ambiguous storyworlds have practical applications, and thus ethical value, in addition to the 
disillusioning function that Weller attributes to Beckett’s texts. These texts provide an important locus of 
the dialectic of trust and suspicion rather than just one or the other pole of this dialectic.  
 

35 While Beckett dismissed the abstract language of Heidegger, a major influence on Ratcliffe, 
Ratcliffe’s focus on disturbed embodied experience makes his phenomenology more appropriate for 
discussing Beckett’s storyworlds, which foreground such experience. For a discussion of Beckett’s critical 
attitude toward Heidegger, with particular attention to L’Innomable, see Shane Weller, “Phenomenologies 
of the Nothing: Democritus, Heidegger, Beckett,” in Beckett and Phenomenology, ed. Ulrika Maude and 
Matthew Feldman (London and New York: Continuum, 2009), 44-53.   
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one requires fidelity to embodied experience, however impoverished.36 With Comment 

c’est behind him, Beckett said in a 1961 interview, “I wouldn’t have had any reason to 

write my novels if I could have expressed their subject in philosophic terms” 

(D’Aubarède 217). The particularity of the lived body, however disintegrated, always 

reasserts itself in the fiction.  

Passages in Beckett’s early writing make him an unlikely model of radical 

empathy since his narrators sublimate mentally ill characters and project disgust onto 

them. In other words, they romanticize and stigmatize them. For example, Murphy 

“rather dislike[s]” the hypomanic patient in the mental hospital where he works, and the 

narrator makes him the object of cruel slapstick comedy (144). “The hypomanic,” he 

says, “bounced off the walls like a bluebottle in a jar” (148). Similar stigma resurfaces in 

Watt when the narrator refers to inmates in what appears to be a mental hospital as “the 

other scum, cluttering up the passageways, the hallways, grossly loud, blatantly morose, 

and playing at ball, always playing at ball . . . this jocose this sniggering muck,” an 

obstacle to be waded through on the way to his and Watt’s excursions to the yard (292). 

Murphy romanticizes another patient, Mr. Endon, by associating his catatonia with the 

blissful tranquility advocated by one of Beckett’s favorite philosophers, Arnold Geulincx 

(144).   

Yet Watt, which Beckett wrote during his period of hiding from the Nazis in the 

unoccupied village of Roussillon, in the south of France, marks the turning point toward 

his mature style and the radical empathy necessary to develop it. Watt provides the best 

                                                 
36 For a brief interpretation of Beckett’s fiction as an embodiment of questions about worlds, see 

Steven Connor, “Beckett and the World,” in Beckett and Ethics, op. cit., 134-146.     
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case study in Beckett’s oeuvre because of both the novel’s transitional nature and the 

circumstances of its composition. The novel’s allusions to Irish locations from Beckett’s 

childhood and derisively erudite references to his education in Romance languages and 

philosophy places it closer to Beckett’s earlier, third-person fiction than his postwar 

interior monologues. However, the gradual emergence of the narrator, Sam, an inmate in 

a mental hospital, and the uncanny permutations of words that make up much of the 

novel’s texture foreshadow the style of the postwar Trilogy and the major plays, which 

embrace boredom and confusion without clinging to what Beckett called “the loutishness 

of learning.” This line comes from Beckett’s sour poem “Gnome,” which he wrote after 

resigning his lectureship at Trinity College in 1931: 

Spend the years of learning squandering 
Courage for the years of wandering 
Through a world politely turning 
From the loutishness of learning. 
(Poems 9)  

 
The stylistic move from squandering to wandering took Beckett about three decades, 

from the publication of the laudatory essay “Dante… Bruno. Vico.. Joyce” in 1929 to the 

publication of How It Is in 1964, and would entail transforming the contempt for his 

Bildung on display here into disgust and channeling both affects into a generous shame.37 

Since most of the letters that Beckett wrote during the war have been lost and seem to 

have been short and infrequent anyway, Watt may be the best document that we have for 

understanding the combination of psychological knowledge and experience of shame that 

                                                 
37 Beckett wrote “Gnome” after reading Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795-96), Goethe’s 

seminal bildungsroman. For an account of Beckett’s Goethe reading in the early 1930s, see Marx Nixon, 
Samuel Beckett’s German Diaries 1936-1937 (London and New York: Continuum, 2011), 65-71.   
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led Beckett to imitate schizophrenia symptoms in his writing as he moved toward radical 

empathy.38  

The schizophrenia diagnosis is almost as old as Beckett himself. According to the 

psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler, who renamed the fin-de-siècle disorder dementia praecox 

‘schizophrenia’ two years after Beckett’s birth, schizophrenia’s main symptoms are 

autism, delusions, and “incoherence of thought, action, and affectivity” (Laplanche and 

Pontalis 408).39 Though the thought or plot of Watt is ironic, and the action or 

characterization is grotesque, the affectivity or tone shows astonishing range. The novel 

thus formally enacts schizophrenia as its author understood it.40 In addition to reading 

                                                 
38 In Samuel Beckett and the Literary Marketplace (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse UP, 2011), 

154, Stephen John Dilks also regards the composition of Watt as a key moment in Beckett’s professional 
development, especially his divergence from Joyce’s style. He argues that the novel “gives a good sense of 
how he [Beckett] understood his authorial position as he was making the transition between the approach 
that produced Murphy and the approach that brought him international fame.” While Dilks’s analysis of 
Beckett’s career management provides a refreshing alternative to critical hagiographies, I do not subscribe 
to the split between private and public life on which that analysis rests. Dilks sometimes takes his account 
of Beckett’s public image management in distasteful directions, as in his otherwise insightful discussion of 
the developments that led to the 1946 revelation about his postwar style, fictionalized in Krapp’s Last Tape 
(in op. cit., 149): “Between 1937 and 1946 he engaged in a conscious revision of his authorial persona, 
dismantling what he had inherited from Joyce and the other modernists so as to clear a space for a style and 
voice of his own. In other words, the ‘revelation’ in 1946 was the culmination of an extended period of 
conscious analysis and preparation characterized by a number of transformative experiences: immersing 
himself in [Samuel] Johnson, leaving Ireland, settling in Paris, experiencing Nazi brutality, joining the 
Maquis, losing his primary literary mentor, going on the run, working in St. Lô, returning to postwar Paris, 
visiting Ireland after a six-year break” (my emphasis). It borders on cynicism to suggest that Beckett sought 
out the italicized items in the list in order to further his career rather than using his writing as a public 
forum for working through these harrowing events. This process surely involved making a name for 
himself as well. However, Dilks overemphasizes Beckett’s egoism to the point of discounting the humane 
sensibility that also drives his writing.      
 
 39 See German E. Berrios, “Eugen Bleuler’s Place in the History of Psychiatry,” Schizophrenia 
Bulletin 37.6 (2011): 1095-1097.   
 

40 Kathryn White, Jonathan Boutler, and Jean-Michel Rabaté claim that Beckett uses “insanity” or 
“madness” to critique genius, the desire for interpretive closure, and rationalism, respectively. While none 
of them identify mental illness as an affective structure central to Watt, Boutler raises the issue of reading it 
closely. “The discourse of madness,” he argues, “is still a discourse and, moreover, as it is ‘framed’ by 
narrative, demands to be read.” While my discussion of radical empathy provides a different ethical 
imperative than Boutler’s Levinasian valorization of otherness, my close reading of the novel responds to 
Boutler’s call for paying more attention to the structuring role of mental illness in Watt, which is an 
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Bleuler cited in Ernest Jones’s 1920 textbook, Treatment of the Neuroses (Weller, 

“‘Some’” 48 n. 47), Beckett observed schizophrenic patients while visiting London’s 

Bethlem Royal Hospital, where his friend Geoffrey Thompson worked as a psychiatrist, 

in 1935.41 Beckett’s visit to the hospital came near the end of his psychotherapy with 

Wilfred Bion, which he had begun in 1933 after the death of his father and the 

psychosomatic symptoms that followed it. In 1931, he temporarily lost his literary father 

and mentor, James Joyce. Joyce temporarily expelled him from his Paris circle after 

Beckett rejected the advances of his daughter Lucia, whose mood swings led to her 

diagnosis with schizophrenia and institutionalization several years later. Much of 

Beckett’s involvement with her father entailed translating a section of Finnegans Wake 

(1939), a text that several Joyce scholars claim was influenced by Lucia.42 In sum, the 

story of Beckett’s education in psychology and psychiatry has as convoluted a plot as one 

of his postwar novels. Beckett’s relationship to schizophrenia, then, is overdetermined, 

with causes and effects from his personal and professional lives bleeding into each other.  

                                                                                                                                                 
advance on the short shrift given it by previous critics. All three of these recent critics argue that Beckett’s 
fiction collapses reason into madness, thus implying that his fiction provides an alternative to the 
romanticizing/stigmatizing binary, though they do not frame their argument this way. See White, Beckett 
and Decay (London and New York: Continuum, 2009), 92-95, Boutler, Interpreting Narrative in the 
Novels of Samuel Beckett (Gainesville: UP of Florida, 2011), 18, and Rabaté, “Beckett’s Three Critiques: 
Kant’s Bathos and the Irish Chandos,” Modernism/Modernity 18.4 (Nov. 2011): 713.      

         
41 For my dating throughout the rest of this paragraph, I rely on Steven Connor, “Beckett and 

Bion,” Journal of Beckett Studies 17 (September 2008): 9-34.      
 

42 Carol Loeb Shloss offers the most comprehensive account, while Margaret McBride 
demonstrates the parallels between Joyce’s knowledge of schizophrenia symptoms and many textual effects 
in Finnegans Wake. See Shloss, Lucia Joyce: To Dance in the Wake (New York: Picador, 2005), and 
McBride, “Finnegans Wake: The Issue of Issy’s Schizophrenia,” Joyce Studies Annual 7 (June 1996): 145-
175. In “Outselves,” op. cit., 130, Luke Thurston offers a Lacanian account of Beckett’s anxieties about his 
own psychotherapist Wilfred Bion, the Joyce family, Lucia’s analyst Jung, and “the position of ‘masculine’ 
discourse or knowledge and its (‘feminine’) limits” in Beckett’s writing, with particular attention to the 
Trilogy.     
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The complexity of Beckett’s relationship to schizophrenia seems clear enough, 

but why does this overdetermined situation that began germinating in the early 1930s 

come to a head during World War II? When the Nazis invaded Paris, the Joyce circle 

dissolved permanently, and Beckett lost the immediate audience for his writing, which 

had seen little success.43 His novel Murphy, for example, had been rejected by forty-two 

publishers before Routledge published it in 1938. Beckett’s identity as a writer, then, was 

already precarious, but never to a greater degree than during his composition of Watt in 

Roussillon, where speculations about the fate of his captured colleagues, especially the 

Jewish poet Alfred Péron, an exchange student at Trinity College at the same time 

Beckett attended the university and a close friend, must have haunted him during his days 

working as a farmhand to provision the cottage where he and his partner Suzanne 

Déschevaux-Dumesnil hid from the Gestapo. Since Péron’s 1942 capture alerted him to 

the betrayal of their French Resistance cell and Beckett knew that concentration camps 

existed, he certainly suspected the fact that his colleague took his place in the camps, 

though he did not find out about his death from starvation and exhaustion until 1945, 

soon after the Routledge editor T.M. Ragg rejected Watt as “wild & unintelligible” (qtd. 

in Beckett, Letters vol. 2, 16).44 Beckett’s biographer James Knowlson has suggested that 

                                                 
43 In Chronicles of Disorder: Samuel Beckett and the Cultural Politics of the Modern Novel, 

(Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), 47, David Weisberg interprets Watt’s impoverished storyworld, which he 
calls placelessness, as Beckett’s response to “the destruction of artistic community during the war.” His 
argument about the novel combines literary and social history with great sophistication; I intend my focus 
on affect to enrich his account. For Weisberg’s argument about Watt, see op. cit., 41-52.  

 
44 I am grateful to Jackie Blackman for her work on Beckett’s relationship to Alfred Péron. For a 

more comprehensive account of that relationship, see “Post-war Beckett: Resistance, Commitment or 
Communist Krap?” in Beckett and Ethics, op. cit., 68-85. My argument about Beckett’s professional and 
personal ties to Péron and other Holocaust victims attempts to provide one answer to the question 
Blackman poses in “Beckett’s Theatre ‘After Auschwitz,’” in Samuel Beckett: History, Memory, Archive, 
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the vulnerable character Estragon in Godot was influenced by Péron’s treatment in the 

Mauthausen concentration camp: “Orpheus in hell, a lamb lost in a cage of wolves,” as 

Beckett described the situation several years after the war (Knowlson 344).  The Nazis 

sent much of the captured European intelligentsia to the Mauthausen-Gusen complex of 

camps, including another French poet and Resistance member of Beckett and Péron’s 

generation, Jean Cayrol, who survived to write several film scripts, including the 

narration of Alain Resnais’s Holocaust documentary Nuit et brouillard / ‘Night and Fog’ 

(1955).   

Beckett’s two anxieties, about his own position as a writer and the fate of his 

captured colleagues, were inseparable. Through translating part of Finnegans Wake into 

French with Beckett and collaborating on other projects, Péron had helped him develop 

the French voice that would enable his greater confidence after the war by mitigating 

both the defensively sardonic academicism of his prewar English voice and the influence 

of Joyce, the two greatest obstacles to his development of an original style.45 Beckett’s 

dedication of the French edition of Murphy to Péron and his decades-long 

                                                                                                                                                 
op. cit., 74: “Beckett appears as one who has been spared the fate of a number of his close Jewish friends 
and contacts, yet whose creative impulse is, perhaps, inextricably bound to them. That these distressing 
personal experiences had a major impact on Beckett’s subsequent fiction, poetry and drama is an opinion 
currently shared by many commentators, but how is one to interpret such an influence, or indeed, make it 
relevant to current historicizing scholarship either within or beyond Beckett studies?” The influence of 
these experiences on Beckett’s fiction is central to the history of late modernist literature, namely its use of 
knowledge about schizophrenia to grapple with the task of expressing the Holocaust’s impact on European 
culture.     

 
45 For an analysis of Beckett and Péron’s translation, see Megan M. Quigley, “Justice for the   

‘Illstarred Punster’: Samuel Beckett and Alfred Péron’s  Revisions of ‘Anna Lyvia Pluratself,’” James 
Joyce Quarterly 41.3 (2004): 469-87.    
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correspondence about translation with his widow Mania provides further evidence of 

Péron’s importance for his literary development.46  

The situation in which Beckett found himself while composing Watt must have 

provoked intense shame, along with other depressive affects such as distress, anger, and 

disgust. Hutchinson indicates an extreme mode of shame by claiming that “Auschwitz, 

like many other sites of extreme violence and trauma, subjected the concept of ‘dignity’ – 

and by extension, ‘shame’ – to violence, as well as subjecting people’s bodies to 

violence” (154). Beckett lived at one remove from such bodily violence, though he knew 

it was happening, but the conceptual violence he experienced surely affected his 

sensibility.          

In Watt, comic anger and disgust often mask shame and distress, the more 

vulnerable affects, in a process reminiscent of Bion’s account of psychotic people 

splitting depressing reality and projecting it as bizarre objects. The bizarre object results 

from the psychotic person’s projection of fragments of his unbearably morally severe 

personality, the superego in overdrive, each of which prevent the creation of meaningful 

narrative by engulfing a separate remembered object in bizarre affect and preventing the 

objects from disclosing a world (Bion 39-41). In other words, splitting attacks inhibit the 

46 Anthony Cronin’s characterization of their relationship further demonstrates how it merged the 
personal and the professional. In Samuel Beckett: The Last Modernist (New York: Da Capo, 1999), 301-
302, Cronin claims that Péron helped Beckett develop into a more engaged intellectual and likely 
encouraged him to begin writing poems in French after he moved to Paris. In op. cit., 69, Cronin relates 
that “During their Trinity College, Dublin relationship in the early 1930s, “He [Beckett] had now not only 
begun to hold opinions on a variety of literary and artistic matters, but seemed ready to express them. 
Where previously he had been a detached and shy figure at parties, undergoing his ‘crescendo of 
disengagement’ from other people, he was now almost animated.  Some people attributed all this to the 
influence of the vivacious and talkative Alfred Péron. It was one of those young men’s friendships, deeply 
charged with romantic and erotic emotion, in which the love is partly for the world opened up by the other 
person; and it was one of those periods when Beckett seemed no longer like a stranger to the world at 
large” (my emphasis). This chapter demonstrates how appropriately Cronin chose the word world.      
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psychotic person from investing enough significance in the objects to quilt them together 

into a meaningful whole.47 This process takes the opposite form of Proust’s involuntary 

memory triggered by significant objects, like the madeleine that discloses the childhood 

world of Combray in À la recherche du temps perdu / ‘In Search of Lost Time’ (1871-

1922).48  

In a footnote to the novel’s addenda, composed of scraps of arcane allusions, 

poems, songs, dialogue, and such sentences as “Watt looking as though nearing end of 

course of injections of sterile pus” (378) the narrator instructs the reader that “The 

following precious and illuminating material should be carefully studied. Only fatigue 

and disgust prevented its incorporation” (373). Yet in addition to sterile pus and 

philosophy quotations, the addenda include such sad little passages as the following 

poem: 

Watt will not 
abate one jot 
but of what 
 

                                                 
47 Bion also calls these splitting attacks on memory attacks on linking. However, I use the term 

quilting to highlight the similarities of Bion’s and Lacan’s theories of psychosis, particularly Bion’s 
conception of linking and Lacan’s concept of the quilting point, despite their work in different schools of 
psychoanalysis: object relations and Freudian, respectively. See Wilfred Bion, “Attacks on Linking” in 
Second Thoughts (London: William Heinemann Medical Books, 1967), 93-109 and The Seminar of 
Jacques Lacan: Book III, The Psychoses 1955-1956, trans. Russell Grigg, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New 
York and London: Norton, 1993), 258-270.   
 

48 Beckett demonstrates awareness of his writing as a perverse form of involuntary memory in an 
opening line of Comment c’est, op. cit., 2-3: “ma vie dernier état | mal dite mal entendue mal retrouvée mal 
murmurée dans la boue brefs mouvements du bas du visage pertes partout” / “my life last state last version 
ill-said ill-heard ill-recaptured ill-murmured in the mud brief movements of the lower face losses 
everywhere.” Here, he echoes the title of the final volume of Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu / ‘In 
Search of Lost Time,’ Le temps retrouvée (1922), and Frederick A. Blossoms’s rather free translation of it 
as The Past Recaptured (1927). Apparently, Beckett prioritized recognition of the Proust allusion by 
Anglophone readers over accuracy since the many possible English definitions of retrouver do not include 
recapture (Oxford Language).              
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of the coming to 
of the being at 
of the going from  
Knott’s habitat 
 
of the long way 
of the short stay 
of the going back home 
the way he had come 
 
of the empty heart  
of the empty hands 
of the dim mind wayfaring 
through barren lands 
 
of a flame with dark winds 
hedged about 
going out 
gone out 
 
of the empty heart  
of the empty hands 
of the dark mind stumbling 
through barren lands 
 
that is of what 
Watt will not 
abate one jot  
(375-376) 

 
Note the flat comedy of the first stanza’s literalism, which continues in stanzas 2 and 3. 

Stanzas 4 through 6 convey a feeling of distress condensed because of the anthemic 

quality of the repetition, whereas the tone shifts dramatically in the last stanza, when the 

thudding literalism slams back down again, its bathos forced and exhausted rather than 

puckish and lively. The image of Watt’s heart as empty, rather than dead, indicates that 

his emotional wound is fresher than Hamm’s, just as the telos of his world is incoherent, 

rather than absent altogether. The same image seems even more distant in Texts for 



109 

Nothing because the narrator imbues it with bitter nostalgia: “But let us suppose there 

was not, that is to say let us suppose there was, something once, in a head, in a heart, in a 

hand, before all opened, emptied, shut again, and froze” (328). More vividly than any 

other, this passage illustrates the pattern of masking vulnerable affects in Beckett’s 

mature work since the narrator follows it by combining hyper-reflexive musings about 

the source of his voice with disgusting imagery in a mask-like vision of a head fallen off 

its body: “the head and its anus the mouth . . . all alone on its old prowls, slobbering its 

shit and lapping it back off the lips like in the days when it fancied itself” (328). The 

narrator finds reducing his body image to an undead mask easier than facing what he lost, 

which makes sense since the forcefulness of this comic vision gives him a brief feeling of 

mastery.49

An earlier section of Watt presents the empty heart, empty hands image with a 

thinner mask, though a mask all the same. Despite the addendum stating “limits to part’s 

equality with whole” (Watt 373), the odd poem does echo the earlier portion of Watt, 

even as it also echoes Milton’s Sonnet XXII, another poem about disability (Milton’s 

blindness) and a war fought “In liberty’s defense” 300 years earlier (Ackerley 212). That 

earlier section is chapter 3, the mirror dance, which is placed between the account of 

Watt’s ground floor service in chapter 2 and his ejection from Mr. Knott’s house in 

chapter 4. The events of chapter 4 seem to occur at the end of the plot since Watt 

49 As Hilary Clark points out in in The Shame of Death, Grief, and Trauma, ed. Jeffrey Kauffman 
(New York and East Sussex: Routledge, 2010), 149-150, many survivors of extreme trauma use similar 
masking practices to keep the shame of grief at bay: “Impersonating or imitating the terrifying dead 
through masking is a form of ‘identification’ that nonetheless creates the crucial (aesthetic) distance of 
representation – ‘it’s just a mask’ – and hence a sense of mastery . . . Voluntary rehearsal of traumatic loss 
– in masking, as well as in literature and art – can be a defense against the uncanny, attempting to forestall
or at least defuse an involuntary return of the repressed in the form of flashbacks and hauntings.” 
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recollects his service in Mr. Knott’s chambers on the first floor, the end of the line for his 

servants. In chapter 3, the narrator, Sam, appears in the storyworld for the first time as 

one of Watt’s fellow inmates in a garden enclosed with barbed wire fences that resembles 

both a mental hospital and a concentration camp. After feeding rats other small animals 

and their own offspring with Watt, Sam encounters Watt walking backwards and 

speaking in scrambled language. He cleans him up and places his hands on his shoulders, 

and the two begin walking back and forth through holes in two fences while Watt 

murmurs memories of his time at Mr. Knott’s house, such as the following: “Of nought. 

To the source. To the teacher. To the temple. To him I brought. This emptied heart. These 

emptied hands. This mind ignoring. This body homeless. To love him my little reviled. My 

little rejected to have him. My little to learn him forgot. Abandoned my little to find him” 

(Watt 303, italics in original). Here we have another section that juxtaposes disgust – the 

rat cannibalism – to vulnerable affects couched in incantatory language, with the allusion, 

this time to St. John of the Cross (Ackerley 155), masking that vulnerable directness. 

While it is tempting to connect this scene to a fantasy of aiding Alfred or other colleagues 

and finding out what was happening to them – Beckett had tried getting food smuggled to 

Joyce’s imprisoned colleague Paul Léon before Alfred’s capture, after all – the allusion to 

Beckett’s biography, if it is one, is simply too mutilated to make with much conviction.  

These passages illustrate, in miniature, the tonal structure of the novel as a whole. 

Watt empties other forms of modernist structure, from non-linear narrative, to the 

epiphany, to arriving at meaning through difficult interpretation. It thus lacks a coherent 

symbolic structure. In the terms of Lacan, the novel forecloses the Name-of-the-Father. 



111 
 

As we have seen, the Name-of-the-Father manifests itself in literary texts by quilting 

together recognizable symbols via metaphor (Seminar III 258-270), just as “possibilities 

for others are sewn into the horizontal structure of all experience” by traditions of using 

equipment and relating to other people (Ratcliffe, Feelings 133-134). For Lacan, the 

Name-of-the-Father structures texts in the same way that cultural practices and ideas of 

the good interact with bodies to give people the senses of experience, or collective 

horizons, in which they think and act, and foreclosing the Name-of-the-Father leads to 

psychosis.50 Watt’s employer, Mr. Knott, plays the role of the incoherent father because 

his irrationality leads to the unraveling of Watt’s world. In his estate, “all presence was 

significant, even though it was impossible to say of what, proving that presence at all 

times, or an equivalent presence, and only the face changing, but perhaps the face ever 

changing, even as perhaps even Mr. Knott’s face ever slowly changed” (274). This world 

discloses a distressing number of possibilities with little significance and thus encourages 

exhausting compensatory schemas of organizing them, the word permutations.  

The phenomenologist Alphonse De Waelhens finds such schemas common 

among psychotic patients, who use them to cope with a world charged with unbearably 

intense significance: 

Clinically, it is important . . . not to assume that a patient must use 
language for communication: on the contrary, it may be absolutely critical 
for them to turn language into some sort of object, system or tool, however 
odd and idiosyncratic this may seem. These linguistic operations are often 
equivalent to the construction of sets. The person groups together elements 
of a natural language or some other manifold and introduces an order into 

                                                 
50 The theory of psychosis that Lacan explains in Seminar III extends Freud’s ethos of measured 

resignation to the human animal negotiating livable compromises with the systems of its culture that keep 
its drives in check but also enable the benefits of civilization. See Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its 
Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New York and London: Norton, 1989). 
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it . . . Grouping elements together not only supplies an order but also 
establishes limits and barriers that are crucial for the person’s safety. 
These transformations can transmit meaning – as a literary work does – 
but can also empty out meaning, reducing language to an algebraic system 
of signs, inaccessible to others. (De Waelhens and Ver Eecke 212)        
 

Beckett’s manuscript notebooks demonstrate such a process undergirding the Watt 

permutations: the truth table, the same device used by Ludwig Wittgenstein in the 

atomistic model of the relationship between language and the world set forth in the 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921).51 As Wittgenstein later realized, restricting 

language to the propositional statements truth tables evaluate may produce a coherent 

model of the intelligible world, but it also drains that world of the richness and density 

with which human relationships imbue language and thus make the world matter to 

them.52 When read with the extraordinary circumstances of Watt’s composition in mind, 

Beckett’s process of constructing a character’s compensatory schemas clarifies their 

power to express the pathos of a mind coming to grips with a senseless world by 

sabotaging its capacities for feeling. Language derives much of its significance from 

enabling relationships with people one respects, whether relatives, partners, friends or 

                                                 
51 See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. C.K. Ogden (London and 

New York: Routledge Classics, 2001).  
 
52 In the dialogue he stages between Wittgenstein and the schizophrenic memoirist Daniel Paul 

Schreber in The Paradoxes of Delusion: Wittgenstein, Schreber, and the Schizophrenic Mind (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell UP, 1994), 80-85, Louis A. Sass compares the alienation and reflexivity of the Tractatus 
to Schreber’s experience of himself as an empty center of the world manipulated by supernatural forces. 
While Matthew Ratcliffe agrees with Sass’s argument in Feelings of Being, op. cit., 242, he qualifies it by 
explaining another problem in philosophy’s relationship to the world, “a tendency toward abstractions that 
are divorced form everyday experience . . . symptomatic of the philosopher feeling too at home in the 
world, so at home in fact that she becomes largely oblivious to it” (emphasis in original). In other words, 
Ratcliffe claims that some philosophers fail to carry out the epoché (phenomenological reduction), the task 
of foregrounding the structures that recede into the background during people’s lived experience, with 
sufficient rigor. For an account of the roles that existential feelings play in philosophical inquiry, see 
Ratcliffe, Feelings of Being, op. cit., 241-267.    
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colleagues. Mr. Knott, like the war, unravels a world that makes such relationships seem 

possible.                    

The longest permutation involves Mr. Knott’s appearance, which Beckett 

scrupulously diagrammed with a truth table in the manuscript: “. . . one day Mr. Knott 

would be tall, fat, pale and dark, and the next thin, small, flushed and fair, and the next 

sturdy, middlesized, flushed, thin, and ginger. . .” (340). This pattern goes on for several 

pages. The dry humor transforms into distress more quickly as the permutations lengthen 

throughout the course of the novel, and the distress heightens into horror when the 

narrator makes the permutations’ potential monstrosity explicit after the longest one by 

mentioning four categories of daily change for each of eight attributes, then seven more 

attributes, qualifying each one with the uncanny phrases “to mention only,” “to go no 

further than” (341). The novel’s comedy brushes against its limit point of 

sadomasochistic enjoyment: endless writing, endless reading, without development.         

Watt, then, does have an affective or tonal structure. This affective structure 

resembles Bion’s account of psychosis as the patient’s splitting attacks on a reality too 

depressing to accept. I view the whimsically angry humor of the permutations and the 

disgusting imagery, which sometimes aims at hypersexualized, disabled Irish servants 

and peasants, as Beckett’s imitation of a splitting attack. The servants and peasants 

become bizarre objects since they wall off anger and disgust from the violence of the war 

happening as he composed the novel. For example, poking grotesque fun at the bodies of 

Irish Catholics is much easier than grappling more directly with the violence being 

perpetrated upon Jews during the composition of the novel.  
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At the level of the storyworld, Sam creates bizarre objects in his notations of 

Watt’s scrambled speech, as in the allusion to Jonathan Swift’s Tale of a Tub (1704), 

which Sam may have read given the resemblance of his haughty voice to that of an 

eighteenth-century moralist: “Deen did taw? Tonk. Tog da taw? Tonk. Luf puk saw? Hap! 

Deen did tub? Ton sparp. Tog da tub? Ton wonk” (304, italics in original).53 Beckett 

unscrambled the passage in the manuscript as follows: “What did need? Knott / What had 

got? Knott / Was cup full? Pah! / But did need? Perhaps not / But had got? Know not” 

(qtd. in Ackerley 155, italics in original). The allusion, here, seems out of place because it 

interrupts Watt’s tone of irritated, confused defeat, even as it reinforces readings of the 

novel as an allegory of Christian faith given Swift’s satire of calcified interpretive 

principles, the abovementioned St. John of the Cross allusion, and Watt’s resemblance to 

“the Christ believed by Bosch, then hanging in Trafalgar Square” (Watt 298). The Bosch 

allusion functions as another gibe at critics too quick to allegorize given its 

conspicuousness and its connection to the hoariest Western allegory, Christ’s passion. 

The scrambled language further masks the tone by turning each recollection into a puzzle.  

If Sam takes accurate notes in this passage, which is far from clear, then Watt 

creates the bizarre object instead. The indeterminate authorship adds another layer of 

disavowing Watt’s desire for recognition by Mr. Knott and Sam’s desire to recognize 

Watt’s distress and the shame of his failure to obtain recognition. After all, Sam, too, may 

once have served Mr. Knott, and the asylum seems a likely destination for his former 

servants: “the other scum,” perhaps (292). In fact, the addenda present a large collection 

                                                 
53 For an analysis of Beckett’s debt to the sensibility of eighteenth-century English moralists, see 

Stephen John Dilks, “Samuel Beckett’s Samuel Johnson,” Modern Language Review 98.2 (April 2003): 
285-298.   
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of bizarre objects, both from Sam’s manuscript (or Beckett’s) and Beckett’s childhood 

and education. By sinking the storyworld into an atmosphere of total anxiety, the addenda 

intensify the uncanny permutations.   

While Beckett was not schizophrenic, the psychic battle that I believe Watt to 

represent mimics the disorder’s symptoms to evoke a struggle with shame. This struggle 

stems from the inability to alleviate historical suffering, and the questioning of one’s 

vocation as a writer that accompanies it. For all its problems, then, Watt offers insight 

into the intersection of fascination with mental illness and the avant-garde’s attempts to 

cope with an unprecedented war. This insight does more than expose the structure of the 

romanticizing/stigmatizing binary, which texts much simpler than a Beckett novel could 

do. Part of Beckett’s singularity as a stylist lies in what he does after working through 

such binaries. By using his gift for manipulating tone, Beckett provides exhaustive 

phenomenologies of worlds stripped of possibilities, like Watt, worlds glutted with 

possibilities, like How It Is, and the strategies his characters invent to compensate for 

these gluts and deficits.  

III. Failures of Separation: Collapsing Worlds in Watt and How It Is 

The field of mud that provides the storyworld of How It Is functions as a much 

more effective embodiment of postwar Europe’s foreclosed telos and fading horizon than 

the enclosed settings of Watt and the Trilogy – Mr. Knott’s house, the mother’s room of 

Molloy (1955), Malone’s deathbed, and the Unnamable’s jar – because the novel marks 

Beckett’s major postwar foray into narrators encountering other characters with more 

emotional heft than the Trilogy’s hallucinations, puppets, and instrumental women, and 
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without the flat tone of Mercier and Camier (1946, 1974). The narrator’s world, “warmth 

of primeval mud impenetrable dark” (How 9), resembles the lost sense of agency that 

Matthew Ratcliffe attributes to the world becoming too tactile when the possibility space 

of meaningful projects breaks down:   

In certain . . . kinds of existential feeling, the world might be described as 
suffocating or as overwhelming . . . Things no longer appear as ‘things to 
be dealt with’ but as ‘things that happen to me, over which I have no 
control’. It is not surprising that words such as ‘drowning’ and 
‘suffocating’ are invoked to describe such experiences. One is immersed 
in them, rather than detached or estranged from them. No possibilities for 
efficacious activities show up and everything closes in. The world 
becomes an oppressive possibility space over which one has no influence, 
before which one is helpless. (Feelings 135-136)     
 

The How It Is narrator displays this sense of dwelling in the world as suffocating. For 

example, he attempts to make his world cohere by attending to organizational structures, 

such as narrative conventions and his body. The linear structure of “before Pim with Pim 

after Pim” (3), “the natural order” of novelistic narrative (3), frequently collapses into 

intense bursts of attempting to conceptualize the narrator’s whole life story, which I have 

italicized, just as his breath erupts into his speech:  

I learn it | natural order more or less before Pim with Pim vast tracts of 
time how it was my vanished life then after then now after Pim how it is 
my life bits and scraps  
[. . .]  
. . . natural order the journey the couple the abandon all that in the present 
barely audible bits and scraps  
 
I have journeyed found Pim lost Pim it’s over that life those periods of 
that life first second now third pant the panting the panting stops (21, my 
emphases) 
 

A sense of ownership over his life was a compromise for the Texts for Nothing narrator, 

who chastises himself for “wanting a story . . . whereas life alone is enough” (307), while 
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such self-affection seems an impossible desire for the How It Is narrator, who displays 

more awareness of the interdependence of narrative and self-affection, of telos and lived 

body.    

Failing linear narrative and concepts alternate with grasps at another natural order, 

the lived body, like the narrator’s hand, which helps direct his intentionality toward food 

out of habit, if not hunger: “my tins all sorts dwindling but not so fast as appetite different 

shapes no preference but the fingers know no sooner fastened at random” (17). The 

narrator flutters his hand, “a resource when all else fails” (13), and draws it to his face, 

but since no meaningful project solicits its activity, it drowns in logorrhea and mud 

before losing feeling entirely: “I call it it doesn’t come I can’t live without it I call it with 

all my strength it’s not strong enough I grow mortal again” (13). Without a telos towards 

which to direct his body, his body parts’ tactile relations to each other pop into the 

foreground of his awareness and disintegrate further because of his obsessive thinking 

about them. The narrator becomes progressively alienated from his hand as it transforms 

from a medium of feeling to an audience for the narrator’s speech, “then to | my hand that 

is free rather than some other part | I say it as I hear it brief movements of the lower face 

with murmur to the mud” (13), then disappears from his control entirely: “my hand won’t 

come words won’t come no word not even soundless I’m in need of a word of my hand 

dire need I can’t they won’t that too” (19). The disintegrating body and the absent telos 

call out to each other and receive only anxious logorrhea in response until another image 

from the light world appears.  
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The narrator’s desperation at losing control of his hand contrasts sharply with the 

mastery he feels when he finds his hand drawn to Pim’s backside in part two, at the 

beginning of tormenting him: “smartly as from a block of ice or white-hot my hand 

recoils hangs a moment it’s vague in mid air then slowly sinks again and settles firm and 

even with a touch of ownership already | on the miraculous flesh perpendicular to the 

crack the stump of the thumb and thenar and hypo balls” (63, my emphasis). Not only 

does the narrator have control of his hand when he has a victim toward which to direct 

his activity, hence a stopgap telos, but he even develops a sense of his body organized 

and reflective enough to note the position of his palm muscles and fingers on Pim’s skin. 

The narrator’s sexual drive aimed at an objectified person makes him feel in control of 

his body and thus provides a respite from his failing body in part one: a respite at Pim’s 

expense since the text gives us no evidence that Pim enjoys being tormented.54 In fact, 

the narrator’s fear of his own approaching tormentor at the end of the novel indicates 

                                                 
 54 Considering the sexual dimensions of the How It Is torturer/victim relationship at more length 
remains beyond the scope of my argument given my attention to the phenomenology of schizophrenia. 
However, I find Paul Stewart’s analysis in Sex and Aesthetics in Samuel Beckett’s Work, op. cit., 117-132, 
the most persuasive one because of the careful attention Stewart pays to the relationality depicted in the 
text. According to Stewart, the storyworld’s sadomasochism has less to do with guilt-driven reversals of 
sadism into masochism (Freud) or a playful continuum of dominance and submission (Foucault) than 
tormentors stealing their victims’ memories and thus their subjectivity as a form of escape from the mud 
world through fantasy supported by torment. The corporeal aspect of the sadomasochism is thus less 
important than the expressive one. By implication, How It Is functions as a meditation on the difficulty and 
suffering inherent in attempting to recognize enculturated, embodied others in a degraded world and ends 
with ambivalence about the value of such a project. This account does greater justice to the novel’s place in 
literary history than Shane Weller, “The Anethics of Desire: Beckett, Racine, Sade,” op. cit., 106-116, 
because Weller’s archival reading emphasizes Beckett’s early admiration of aesthetic coldness and cruelty 
to the exclusion of his relationship to Joyce and his transformative experiences during World War II. I find 
it self-contradictory that Weller follows his careful empirical research with a claim about Beckett’s 
ostensibly immutable temperament in op. cit., 116, as if Beckett’s sensibility and values did not change in 
response to his experiences: “The anethical art of dis-passionate statement would find its origins . . . not 
simply in Beckett’s readings of Racine and Sade, but in an Orestean nature that would govern the life as 
much as the art. According to Beckett, only an ‘idealist’ would dream of either explaining or moralizing 
that nature.” This claim is unwarranted. Interpretations of Beckett’s oeuvre can be enriched by the archive, 
but not reduced to it, since artistic intentions instantiated in unpublished documents do not exhaust the 
meaning and value of artworks.        
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suffering akin to being raped rather than playful masochism (191-193). Tormenting Pim 

provides the narrator the same temporary sense of purpose that working for Mr. Knott 

does the servants, but in inverted form: “definite tasks of unquestionable utility,” but his 

own utility rather than an authority figure’s (Watt 201). After sinking his fingernails into 

Pim, the How It Is narrator feels like he has a job to do, using Pim to give himself 

pleasure: “My part now the utility man’s” / “à moi maintenant c’est à craindre les 

utilités” (64-65).      

The How It Is narrator and Mr. Knott both place their hands on their faces, but for 

different reasons: Mr. Knott, to withdraw from perception into the formal systems of his 

estate (Watt 342); the narrator, to stabilize perception, since he lacks systems more 

elaborate than a heap of tins and some idea of linear time and vertical space, “life life the 

other above in the light . . . a few images on and off in the mud earth sky a few creatures 

in the light some still standing” (3). When the Texts for Nothing narrator tries the same 

strategy as the silent Mr. Knott, the hands on his face do not prevent him from narrating, 

though about himself rather than others (328-329). Mr. Knott always solicits new 

servants to fill interchangeable roles, but the How It Is narrator relies on his creatures, 

whether Pim or those he remembers from the light world, to mitigate the disintegration of 

his world into scraps swarming through empty time.  

Hence from the 1940s to the 1960s, the image of masking one’s face with one’s 

hands progresses from allowing characters to instrumentalize others, to enabling them to 

block out others, to helping them recognize their need for others, as in the How It Is 

narrator’s use of the image that appears after his hand loses feeling: “deterioration of the 
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sense of humour fewer tears too that too they are failing too and there another image yet 

another a boy sitting on a bed in the dark or a small old man I can’t see with his head be it 

young or be it old his head in his hands I appropriate that heart” (19). The affective mask 

returns, its function of distancing shameful loss more apparent than ever since the figure 

in the image covers his face in a gesture characteristic of shame. Yet the mastery is gone, 

replaced by the narrator’s more direct recognition of his desire for receptive feelings, like 

joy and grief, to make his world matter to him, that is, to make it livable again, if only for 

brief periods. As the narrator often says, “there are moments they are good moments” 

(25), and “less good too they must be expected” (29). Rather than viewing the figure in 

the image from a detached position, he attempts to inhabit its point of view, to “see with 

his head” (19, my emphasis). But the figure’s hands covering his face in shame prevent 

imaginative simulation of his experiences and require a more radical form of empathy.       

The narrator’s desperate desire for a heart reads more clearly in Comment c’est; 

Beckett chose the bureaucratic English verb appropriate to translate its French cognate, 

“m’approprie” (18), which shares the civil connotation of the English but has the 

additional definition “to seize . . . to steal . . . to take the credit for” (Oxford Language). 

This narrator, then, voices an intense desire for a wider affective range than his world of 

torment affords, thus bridging the mud world and the light world while recognizing the 

separateness of the figure in the light world image before he attempts to merge with it. 

While the novel gently parodies receptivity since the narrator only regains the use of his 

hand and some sense of horizon, “opening up of vistas” / “perspectives qui s’ouvrent,” 

when he fills his mouth with mud, this scene does not express anger or disgust, unlike the 
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masking scenes in Watt and Texts for Nothing (How 32-33). In the first part of the novel, 

mud and bodily fluids fade into the background of the storyworld rather than calling 

attention to themselves as disgusting.  

How It Is gives the recognition of desire more space, even allowing the narrator to 

consider happiness and “peace of mind” / “le calme de l’âme,” before disintegrating it 

with a disgusting image, like the rat cannibalism in Watt: “rats no no | rats this time I’ve 

sickened them” / “des rats non cette fois plus de rats je les ai écœurés” (How 18-19). The 

French directly negates the earlier phrase, “I appropriate that heart” / “je m’approprie ce 

cœur,” since the verb Beckett translates as sicken, écœurer, has the literal meaning 

dishearten (18-19). So the French narrator seizes the heart from the desperate person in 

the light world image, then causes the rats to lose their hearts in an image of self-

abasement and disavowal of desire that prompts readers’ pity and nervous laughter, thus 

putting empathic readers in the position of appropriating the narrator’s stolen heart, 

deteriorating sense of humor, and diminishing tears.55 Beckett’s multilingual 

experiments, unlike Joyce’s, always send the reader back to the lived experience of a 

suffering person.      

While How It Is presents a phenomenology of a collapsed world, the Lacanian 

psychoanalyst Darian Leader explains the origins of the same phenomenon. He theorizes 

that games of presence and absence, such as peek-a-boo, tag, and hide and seek, help 

                                                 
 55 For an analysis of Beckett’s creation of tragicomic effects with characters who disavow their 
physical pain in Molloy and Endgame, see Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis 
of Representation (New York: Columbia UP, 2007), 54-85. While Quayson places representations of 
disability and philosophical dilemmas in separate categories, Ratcliffe’s argument that the body plays a role 
in disclosing the world allows me to put these categories in dialogue in order to analyze the felt 
intentionality involved in Beckett’s storyworlds. See Feelings of Being, op. cit.   
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children develop mediation between themselves and the gaze of the Other, which infants 

often find threatening since their lack of mobility prevents them from avoiding it (163). 

This process of mediation sometimes fails in psychosis, hence the experience of 

menacing animism (163). Communicating the voices one hears to others plays this 

mediating role in the experiences of people with psychosis, for whom the sense of being 

their sole addressee is unbearable. This theory of psychosis as merging with the 

caregiver’s body with which the infant was once fused, which Donald Nathanson aptly 

describes as “some sort of primordial relational slush” (194), resembles Beckett’s 

conception of schizophrenia as a narcissistic, primitive dream world, operative in the 

“warmth of primeval mud impenetrable dark” / “tiédeur de boue originelle noir 

impénétrable” of How It Is (8-9).  

For Lacan, psychosis results from the disintegration of subjectivity into an 

“impossible” space that Lacan calls the Real (Seminar XI 167). By organizing delusions 

and hallucinations, the psychotic subject attempts to hold at bay the overwhelming, 

disintegrating enjoyment that floods in when the Name-of-the-Father is foreclosed (Écrits 

447-488). The How It Is narrator begins to accept a paternal image, but he dissolves it 

into himself, as Mr. Knott does to his servants:  

life in the light first image some creature or other I watched him after my 
fashion from afar through my spy-glass sidelong in mirrors through 
windows at night first image  
 
saying to myself he’s better than he was better than yesterday less ugly 
less stupid less cruel less dirty less old less wretched and you saying to 
myself and you bad to worse bad to worse steadily 

 
 something wrong there 
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 or no worse saying to myself you’re no worse and was worse (5) 
 
The image begins to solidify into a paternal function by establishing a hierarchy of value, 

but the narrator’s language reverses this process, foreclosing the Name-of-the-Father by 

playfully mirroring pronouns and collapsing the distinction between the paternal image 

and the narrator, who may be ventriloquizing paternal prohibition (“and you [Father] 

saying to myself”)  or may just be talking to himself. The latter wins out – “saying to 

myself,” with the former subject of the sentence, “you,” faded away – and with it, all but 

a vague sense of value: “something wrong there” and “worse” detached from particular 

qualities like beauty, intelligence, and kindness (5).  

The Texts for Nothing narrator collapses a paternal image into himself in the same 

way, but more vividly since he uses complete sentences rather than the fragments and 

run-ons of How It Is. After he remembers his father reading him a heroic story as a child, 

the narrator remarks, “Yes, I was my father and I was my son . . . we walked together, 

hand in hand, silent, sunk in our worlds, each in his worlds, the hands forgotten in each 

other” (298). The narrator’s intimate recollection gives him enough sense of coherence to 

soothe himself to sleep after his torment by voices, and he achieves that recollection 

through a paternal metaphor: “Yes, to the end, always muttering, to lull me and keep me 

company, and all ears always, all ears for the old stories, as when my father took me on 

his knee and read me the one about Joe Breem, or Breen, the son of a lighthouse-keeper, 

evening after evening, all the long winter through” (298, my emphasis). Instead of 

making him aware of “something wrong there,” the narrator’s containment of the voices 

in the remembered story causes him to feel at peace with himself by giving him a position 
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from which to speak and a sense of bodily integrity: “And this evening again it seems to 

be working, I’m in my arms, I’m holding myself in my arms, without much tenderness, 

but faithfully, faithfully, faithfully. Sleep now, as under that ancient lamp, all twined 

together, tired out with so much talking, so much listening, so much toil and play” (298, 

my emphasis). The paternal metaphor of the story gives the narrator the ability to create 

his own metaphor and rhythmic triads that rock him to sleep as opposed to the voices and 

images erupting into his consciousness that constitute much of the first text.          

The How It Is narrator has disintegrated further than the Texts for Nothing one 

because he cannot create such sustained metaphors. Rejecting the paternal image 

disorganizes the narrator’s remembered identity and dissolves his childhood world. 

According to Lacan, the Real emerges only in flashes for normal subjects since it lies 

beyond language as an unthinkable echo of the infant’s preverbal fusion with his primary 

caregiver, before the child realizes that the caregiver’s desire for the paternal function 

exceeds him.56 For Lacan, the Real appears as the revolting strangeness of other people 

that cannot be integrated into the subject’s memories and thus safely conceptualized, like 

the paternal images that neither narrator can sustain for long (Seminar VII 52). In How It 

Is, the narrator seems to inhabit the Real, while fragments of the everyday world flash 

“on and off” all the time (3).  

The narrator’s obsession with the “before Pim with Pim after Pim” structure and 

experience of himself as the voice’s sole addressee indicates that he supplements his 

                                                 
56 Beckett explained art to his Trinity College students as “the progressive discovery of the real.” 

See John Pilling, Beckett before Godot (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 1998), 212. 
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psychosis with a perverse strategy. 57 The narrator’s compulsion to narrate keeps him 

crawling through the mud rather than drowning in it and thus prevents total world 

collapse, though the orality of his narrative contributes to that collapse, like the Texts for 

Nothing narrator’s apostrophe to “wordshit” (325): “. . . bury me, avalanche, and let there 

be no more talk of any creature, nor of a world to leave, nor of a world to reach, in order 

to have done, with worlds, with creatures, with words, with misery, misery” (325). Here, 

the narrator longs for deathly enjoyment in order to avoid his desire to narrate his world 

into coherence since pursuing that desire entails great suffering. Yet since associating the 

maternal with engulfment remains problematic, the limits of Lacan’s theory of the 

maternal relationship complicate this picture of the mud as the Real.  

Bion equates psychosis with a dream world as well, influenced as he was by the 

primitivism of Freud, Klein, and Jung, but his theory provides a more substantive account 

of affect than Lacan’s. Bizarre objects, he claims, are “primitive yet complex,” and 

“partake of qualities which in the non-psychotic are peculiar to matter, anal objects, 

senses, ideas, superego, and the remaining qualities of personality” (40). The mud is an 

excremental space, “the shit and vomit” to which the narrator has become accustomed 

(How 9), as evidenced by his repeated, offhand references to it in part one. Since the 

person with psychosis uses projective identification rather than repression, “what should 

be his unconscious is replaced by . . . [a] world of dream furniture” (Bion 41). The 

                                                 
57 According to the Lacanian psychoanalyst Judith Feher-Gurewich, perverse subjects experience 

the Name-of-the-Father as illegitimate and “are therefore forced to repeat over and over again a scenario 
that protects them against the terror of the jouissance of the other that is equated with the ‘real’ reality of 
the mother’s lack.” In How It Is, the scenario keeping the narrator’s sadomasochistic enjoyment at a 
tolerable distance is the basic narrative “before Pim with Pim after Pim,” How It Is, op. cit., 3. See Feher-
Gurewich, “A Lacanian Approach to the Logic of Perversion,” in The Cambridge Companion to Lacan , 
ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2006), 202-203.     
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disintegration of the unconscious precludes substantive connections between memories 

and perceptions, and projective identification compensates for this lack of substance by 

matching affects to remembered objects in a random fashion, thus imbuing the subject’s 

world with the minimal sense of familiarity necessary to survive, but not enough to dwell 

in a world of shared significance: that is, to live.   

Bion’s conception of psychosis underlies the narrator’s treatment of images from 

the light world in How It Is. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a more vivid image of 

projecting anal objects as dream furniture than “I pissed and shat another image in my 

crib never so clean since” (How 5), especially since the crib’s status as either a metaphor 

for the narrator’s world of mud or a literal image of his infancy, and thus its role in his 

narrative, his act of relating to others, cannot be established. Bizarre objects result from 

splitting attacks on memory, which occur with more frequency in How It Is than Watt 

since the narrator does not have recourse to the structure provided by the permutations. In 

other words, anxiety floods into the worlds of severely psychotic people, as opposed to 

the less intense uncanniness of the Watt permutations, which is enabled by their 

juxtaposition to more straightforward narrative. How It Is reads as if Beckett expanded 

the anxious space of the Watt addenda into an entire novel. For example, the narrator 

disowns a maternal image of a woman knitting by projecting it into mud: “that’s all it was 

a dream I didn’t dream that nor a memory I haven’t been given memories this time it was 

an image the kind I see sometimes in the mud part one sometimes saw” (9). Without 

investing his memories with consistent affects, the narrator has no means of establishing 

a desire sustained enough to disclose a horizon that would connect the mud world to the 
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light world, even though he admits earlier that the life “in the light” is “said to have been” 

his and exclaims “no going back up there” (3, my emphasis), indicating that he once 

inhabited the light world: “but the wish for something else no that doesn’t seem to have 

been given to me this time” (9).  

Despite its more recognizable setting, the light world, like the surrealist films 

Beckett enjoyed, does not cohere as a narrative either, as exemplified by the narrator’s 

memory of cutting up living bodies and thus depriving them of agency:  

I scissored into slender strips the wings of butterflies first one wing then 
the other | sometimes for a change the two abreast | never so good since 
 
je découpais aux ciseaux en minces rubans les ailes des papillons l’une 
puis l’autre et quelquefois pour varier les deux de front je remmetais en 
liberté le corps au milieu jamais aussi bon depuis (5-7)  
 

Since this is the image the narrator excreted, the opening section of How It Is 

encapsulates the process of projective identification in only a few lines: the projection of 

an image, its splitting, and its investment with bizarre affect, in this case, enjoyment that 

rings hollow because it provides relief from the syntactical pattern of the earlier words in 

the paragraph but continues the syntactical pattern of the previous paragraph, “never so 

clean since” and “never so good since,” thus perverting itself. This effect is clearer in the 

French, which contains an additional sadistic image – ‘I released the body at the 

middle’58 – and more internal rhymes: remettais, liberté, jamais and “aussi bon depuis,” 

with the prosaic phrase “le corps au milieu” in between them, like the ugly butterfly body 

in the middle of two beautiful wings that the language describes. The image of the split 

butterfly from the light world imbued with affect by the narrator’s voice in the world 

                                                 
58 My translation of the underlined sentence.   
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below functions as a synecdoche for the novel’s storyworld, split between flat images and 

overwhelming affects that sometimes intersect to produce poetry. 

How It Is, part 1, resembles not only psychoanalytic theories of psychosis, but 

also a famous autobiography of schizophrenic experience, thus providing further 

evidence that Beckett relied on his knowledge of schizophrenia while writing the novel. 

The novel’s world of vivid images appearing in a black space resembles the memoirs of 

the schizophrenic judge, Daniel Paul Schreber, which Beckett may or may not have read. 

However, Beckett’s command of German and the importance of Schreber’s Memoirs of 

My Nervous Illness (1903) to Freud and Jung, whom Beckett most certainly read and 

listened to, makes it plausible that he read the memoirs, though no mention of them has 

yet surfaced from the archives. Schreber sounds like a more genteel version of the How It 

Is narrator when he discusses the relief that picturing memories and imagined scenes 

gives him from the voices he hears and the divine rays he feels invading his body:  

It has truly often been a consolation and comfort in the unending 
monotony of my dreary life, in the mental tortures I suffered from the 
nonsensical twaddle of voices. What a joy to be able to picture again in 
my mind’s eye recollections of journeys and landscapes, sometimes—
when the rays behave favorably—with surprising faithfulness and true 
color that both myself and the rays have almost the exact impression of the 
landscapes I want to see again as if they were actually there . . . Seeing 
pictures purifies rays . . . they then enter into me without their usual 
destructive force. (211-212) 
 

Yet like the How It Is narrator, Schreber punctuates such moments of calm with a 

splitting attack on his pictures, directing his imaginary violence at birds rather than 

butterflies: “In sleepless nights I often took revenge as it were for the rays’ play-with-

miracles, by conjuring up myself all sorts of shapes . . . As I mostly have dealings with 
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miracled [sic] birds, I sometimes enjoy myself by jokingly ‘picturing’ for them how they 

would appear when being eaten up by a cat, etc.” (212). Just as the How It Is narrator 

uses projective identification to fight the voice’s imperative to narrate, so too does 

Schreber, but to ward off God’s penetration of his body.       

My reading of Watt, and this preliminary look at How It Is, has demonstrated 

Beckett’s ability to create sustained patterns of affect while emptying out the Name-of-

the-Father, which Beckett replaces with dyadic relationships reminiscent of Lacan’s 

mirror stage, such as Sam and Watt’s mirror dance, which are communicative, if 

somewhat cryptic, since neither figure in the relationship possesses the imaginary, 

holistic identity that Lacan attributes to the mirror stage. After all, they both seem to 

reside in a mental hospital, and Sam complains of his and Watt’s failing memory and 

senses (Watt 270, 295, 302, 305-306, 334-335), including myopia, a deficit in the 

planning ability necessary to function as a reliable frame narrator: “But soon I grew used 

to these sounds, and then I understood as well as ever, that is to say fully one half of what 

won its way past my tympan. For my own hearing now began to fail, though my myopia 

remained stationary” (306). Not only does Beckett empty the controlled ethos of the 

modernist author-god, then, but he also suggests modes of intersubjectivity that offer a 

humbler, alternative form of communication, one that relies on affect. Beckett’s 

representations of alienation, then, combine his tonal range and knowledge of 

schizophrenia to suggest new possibilities for relating to others, even as his narrators 

disavow them by declaring them fictional.59  

                                                 
59 While Lacanians might find that my approach blunts the critical edge of Beckett’s fiction with 

fantasies of wholeness, my turn to affect demonstrates how his work keeps relational possibilities open 
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The intersubjective space the infant develops with its primary caregiver provides 

the prototype for the virtuous circle of developing oneself by relating to other people and 

the world they have invested with significance.60 Ratcliffe says of this circle, “Experience 

unfolds in a structured, harmonious fashion, as possibilities offered up by the world are 

actualized through our activities, in accordance with certain expectations, and reveal 

further possibilities in the process” (Feelings 196). While Ratcliffe provides a compelling 

account of feelings resonating with those of another person, his theory of radical empathy 

leaves out the process of recognizing the other person as separate, likely because he aims 

his work at psychiatrists (Feelings 292), whose medical training may predispose them 

toward too much separation from patients, rather than psychoanalysts, who face more 

dangers of failing to recognize patients as separate minds due to transference and 

countertransference.  

A major advantage of Jessica Benjamin’s work for understanding Beckett’s 

fiction is its account of development, which supplements Ratcliffe’s focus on the way 

                                                                                                                                                 
after the trauma of World War II tore massive holes in the symbolic systems that enable relationships to 
develop. As Stephen Frosh points out in Psychoanalysis outside the Clinic, op. cit., 208, different social 
problems call for different schools of psychoanalysis: “There is a reasonable claim to be made that the 
stance of relational psychoanalysis, with its valorisation of the narrative worth of the subject’s speech in the 
context of a listening, ‘recognising’ other, might have more to offer in a political context in which reducing 
people to meaninglessness is one of the problems” (emphasis in original). Surely postwar Europe was such 
a political context. Since World War II formed Beckett’s mature sensibility more than any other historical 
event, taking stock of and attempting to repair its symbolic damage was a worthy use of his talents. 
Protesting social problems that arose after the war would be a task for other writers.  

 
60 The Joyce circle and other colleagues provided Beckett such a space. In Samuel Beckett in the 

Literary Marketplace, op. cit., 164, Stephen John Dilks makes a related point about Watt’s isomorphic 
relationship to Beckett’s professional development: “Beckett, at one step removed from Sam . . . builds 
incompleteness and unreliability into the relationship between the addressed and the addressee, making it 
clear that the narrative is built on deliberately obscure systems of communication. Each link in the chain of 
communication is rendered suspect; at the same time, however, the characters are clearly dependent on one 
another, neither Watt, nor Sam, nor Knott, nor Arsene having an existence apart from the others. Like the 
author who finally emerges from Watt with a viable literary approach in his grasp, the ostensible isolate, 
Watt, is materially dependent on a network of correspondents.”      
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that people’s bodies and cultural practices interact to suture together relational 

possibilities, or horizons, in the present. Given the limited horizons of Beckett’s 

storyworlds and the recurrent tropes of arrested and backwards development in his work, 

my combination of psychoanalysis and phenomenology offers a new tool to interpret 

relationships between storyworlds and literary history. Benjamin’s account extends 

Ratcliffe’s brief comment about how infants develop into people who dwell in worlds: 

“The source of all meaning, the framework of intelligibility within which logic resides, is 

something pre-articulate and felt” (Feelings 59). The primary caregiver plays a central 

role in building that framework.  

For Benjamin, intersubjectivity develops by means of building a shared discourse 

called the analytic third, which plays a socializing role similar to Lacan’s Name-of-the-

Father because it paves the way for separating from the primary caregiver and desiring 

ideas of the good. The analytic third arises from the caregiver’s and the child’s negotiated 

sense of possibilities for future relationships, which sublimates the relationship between 

the two by pushing it toward greater complexity and separation, but need not rely on the 

guilt characteristic of symbolic prohibition since the caregiver’s nonverbal interactions 

with her infant play a role in socializing him rather than engulfing him so long as she 

takes her own needs into account (Benjamin, “Beyond” 16-19, 24-25). By positing a 

central developmental role for caregivers, Benjamin uses psychoanalysis to revise W.B. 

Yeats’s theory of the unifying roles of rhythm and affect in poetry:  

All sounds, all colours, all forms, either because of their preordained 
energies or because of long association, evoke indefinable and yet precise 
emotions, or, as I prefer to think, call down among us certain disembodied 
powers, whose footsteps over our hearts we call emotions; and when 
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sound, and colour, and form are in a musical relation, a beautiful relation 
to one another, they become, as it were, one sound, one colour, one form, 
and evoke an emotion that is made out of their distinct evocations and yet 
is one emotion. (137) 
 

Intersubjectivity provides the subject with the affective patterns (the musical relation) 

necessary to keep the telos, which unifies sensibility, receding into the horizon, while the 

Name-of-the-Father provides the symbolic structures, what Yeats calls, in the language of 

fin-de-siècle spiritualism, “disembodied powers.” When caregivers contain shame and 

other negative affects and encourage working through them rather than inculcating guilt, 

and other support networks do so throughout the lifespan, they enlarge and enrich the 

subject’s possibility space, and symbolic systems experienced as heuristics rather than 

immutable sets of rules increase the subject’s ability to carry out projects and build 

relationships, thus creating new containers for negative affects rather than disintegrating 

the possibility space or constraining it unbearably, the two extremes that characterize 

Beckett’s fiction.  

Beckett attributed a similar containing role to his analysis with Bion, telling 

James Knowlson,  

I used to lie down on the couch and try to go back in my past . . . I think it 
helped me perhaps to control the panic. I certainly came up with some 
extraordinary memories of being in the womb . . . I remember feeling 
trapped, of being imprisoned and unable to escape, of crying to be let out 
but no one could hear, no one was listening. I remember being in pain but 
being unable to do anything about it . . . I think it all helped me to 
understand a bit better what I was doing and what I was feeling. (171)     
 

Beckett describes the analytic session as a safe space for expressing confusion and pain, 

and thus developing enough separation from them to use them in projects of self-

understanding. For example, after his sessions with Bion, he wrote reflections, which 
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have not survived, and he would continue reflecting on possibility spaces, especially 

womb-tombs and vast expanses, throughout his career (Knowlson 171). The analytic 

session as container offers a model of writing that complements the agonistic one of 

sublimating and desublimating structuring principles. This affective model pays more 

attention to texture, which becomes more important as Beckett sloughs off elaborate 

structures after Watt.       

Like Bion, Benjamin emphasizes the analytic session’s role in helping patients 

separate themselves from negative affects so they can reflect on them rather than project 

them onto others, as in the aforementioned catastrophic ideologies. She extends Lacan’s 

account of perversion, the guilty substitution of circling around norms instead of desiring 

ideas of flourishing, to the character of the demands on the subject and the subject’s 

interpretation of those demands: “The perversion of the moral third accompanies the kill-

or-be-killed complementarity and marks the absence of recognition of the other’s 

separateness, the space that permits desire, the acceptance of loss” (“Beyond” 16). For 

Benjamin, the parents’ values provide the starting place of this shared ethical project, and 

the character of symbolic prohibition varies from culture to culture and family to family 

(Benjamin, “Psychoanalytic” 442-443). Mr. Knott, the incoherent telos and irrational 

father figure of Watt, exemplifies the perversion of the analytic third since he wins all the 

psychic battles with his servants, who leave his estate too exhausted to provide each other 

the recognition necessary to repair their shredded sensibilities. Mr. Knott responds to his 

servants’ earnest attempts to understand him with a perverse refusal to recognize them, as 
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illustrated by his habit of blocking his perceptual organs with his fingers in a bizarre 

spider pattern spread over his face (Watt 342).   

The separation necessary for intersubjectivity clearly breaks down in Watt, hence 

the lyricism fading into empty language games in the mirror dance section.61 For 

example, Watt’s fusion with Mr. Knott results in the staccato noises he uses to 

communicate it to Sam: “Lit yad mac, ot tog. Ton taw, ton tonk. Ton dob, ton trips. Ton 

vila, ton deda. Ton kawa, ton pelsa. Ton das, ton yag. Os devil, rof mit” (305). Chris 

Ackerley unscrambles this passage as “So [he] lived, for [a] time. Not sad, not gay. Not 

awake, not asleep. Not alive, not dead. Not bod[y], not spirit. Not Watt, not Knott. Till 

[the] day came to go” (156, brackets in original). The fusion recounted here, a fraught 

return to imaginary wholeness, disintegrates both the first-person subject of the 

sentences, which Watt (or Sam) replaces with the third person, and Watt’s felt sense of 

relatedness to the world. In Schreber’s terms, Mr. Knott murders his servant’s souls by 

fusing with them, as Schreber believed one of his doctors, Professor Flechsig, did to him: 

“I have not the least doubt that the first impetus to which my doctors always considered 

mere ‘hallucinations’ but which to me signified communications with supernatural 

powers, consisted of influences on my nervous system emanating from your nervous 

system” (8, emphasis in original). Like Watt and Sam, Schreber combines mystical and 

                                                 
61 In Interpreting Narrative, op. cit., 35-36, Jonathan Boutler also reads Watt’s linguistic 

breakdown as a failure of recognition. However, Boutler downplays affect in favor of a Levinasian 
interpretation that focuses on the altogether Other: “My reading of Watt’s use of language [in section III] is 
intended to suggest that he is attempting not in the Beckettian mode to express what cannot be expressed 
but an effort, perhaps spurred on by the trauma of confronting the unwitnessable, the unnamable, to become 
what he cannot understand” (emphasis in original). He claims that Watt destroys himself rather than 
accomplishing “a full ethical recognition of the Other (Knott).” Watt’s tone seems less disinterested than 
that, however, and his regression into language that resembles baby talk indicates expressive difficulties 
rather than willful refusal to express. Sam may be capable of such perversity, and the implied author surely 
is, but not Watt.     
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medical terms to construct a world where communication with God and paranoia about 

secular systems bleed into each other in a mind’s attempt to fathom its unfathomable 

disintegration.      

Like Schreber, who uses his arcane delusions to disavow his anger at Professor 

Flechsig for his treatment of him (9), Sam lacks the resources to recognize the distress 

that causes Watt’s near-catatonia. He interprets it as contemplative bliss instead, as 

Murphy does Mr. Endon’s catatonia:  

Watt suffered neither from the presence of Mr. Knott, nor from his 
absence . . . This ataraxy covered the entire house-room, the pleasure-
garden, the vegetable-garden and of course Arthur. So that when the time 
came for Watt to depart, he walked to the gate with the utmost serenity. 
But he was no sooner in the public road than he burst into tears. He stood 
there, he remembered, with bowed head, and a bag in each hand, and his 
tears fell, a slow minute rain, to the ground, which had recently been 
repaired. He would not have believed such a thing possible, if he had not 
been there himself. The humidity thus lent to the road surface must, he 
reckoned, have survived his departure by as long as two minutes at least, if 
not three. Fortunately the weather was fine. (338-339) 
 

Watt’s hyper-reflexivity kicks back in to distract himself from his affect (likely distress) 

by clinically regarding that affect’s material result, his tears, and Sam relates the incident 

with characteristic dispassion. Watt literally projects his distress by focusing on the tears 

on the road rather than the tears on his face, and he lacks the sense of self necessary to 

experience the shame indicated by the position of his eyes toward the ground rather than 

up at the object of his continued investment, Mr. Knott’s estate. For Bion, the psychotic 

person “strives to use real objects as ideas and is baffled when they obey the laws of 

natural science and not those of mental functioning” (40). By the time he leaves Mr. 

Knott’s service, Watt’s mental state has disintegrated even further than this since the 
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disparity between his affective reactions and the physical space he occupies no longer 

bothers him. In other words, he has given up trying to repair his world, and his 

intentionality fades into the road and the weather. Watt settles for drifting along as 

another piece of extended substance in a Cartesian space.  

Neither Watt nor Sam develop Watt’s affects into emotions by recognizing their 

cause, Watt’s exhaustion due to his thwarted desire to understand Mr. Knott. However, 

Beckett represents Watt’s disintegrating world, unlike the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat 

hospital in Murphy, at enough length for readers to create little emotional narratives like 

these and thus do the relational work that his characters cannot, despite their desire to do 

so, which seeps through cracks in the withering intellectualism of the prose. Compare 

Watt’s reaction to ending his service on the ground floor of Mr. Knott’s house to Sam’s 

reaction to encountering Watt as they walk together between the fences in the garden: 

 What had he learnt? Nothing. 
 What did he know of Mr. Knott? Nothing. 
 Of his anxiety to improve, of his anxiety to understand, of his 
anxiety to get well, what remained? Nothing.     
 But was not that something? 
 He saw himself then, so little, so poor. And now littler, poorer. 
Was not that something? 
 So sick, so alone. 
 And now. 
 Sicker, aloner. 
 Was not that something?  
 As the comparative is something. Whether more than its positive 
or less. Whether less than its superlative or more. (288-289) 
[. . .] 
And then turning, as one man, we paced back the way we had paced back 
the way we had [sic] come, I looking whither we were going, and he 
looking whence we were coming. And so, up and down, up and down, we 
paced between the fences, together again after so long, and the sun shone 
bright upon us, and the wind blew wild about us.  
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 To be together again, after so long, who love the sunny wind, the 
windy sun, in the sun, in the wind, that is perhaps something, perhaps 
something.  
 For us moving so between the fences, before they diverged, there 
was just room. (301) 
 

In this arid novel, a great deal of tonal weight falls on the word something, which evokes 

desire for relationships that matter as relief from the empty formalism of the storyworld. 

For all its limitations (“there was just room”), the mirror dance section provides an 

intersubjective oasis amid the novel’s exhausting self-reflexivity, just as Hamm desires a 

romantic sunset to provide such a space for him and Clov in Endgame. Yet the 

developmental gap between these passages and one from Beckett’s late prose text 

Company (1980) reveals just how unsuccessful Sam and Watt’s relationship is, despite 

the strength of their desire: 

You are on your back at the foot of an aspen. In its trembling shade. She at 
right angles propped on her elbows head between her hands. Your eyes 
opened and closed have looked in hers looking in yours. In your dark you 
look in them again. Still. You feel on your face the fringe of her long 
black hair stirring in the still air. Within the tent of hair your faces are 
hidden from view. She murmurs, Listen to the leaves. Eyes in each other’s 
eyes you listen to the leaves. In their trembling shade. (Poems 444)     
 

In the container of his remembered aspen, the voice in the dark that narrates Company 

keeps the mystery of the other open and thus allows her to disclose new entities in the 

world, namely the sound of the leaves, and the narrator contributes his visual memory to 

the leaves’ appearance. Hearing and seeing together open up possibilities for felt 

immersion in the world, the “trembling shade” (my emphasis), and these possibilities 

themselves develop from actualizing previous tactile possibilities, the light breeze and the 

beloved’s hair brushing the narrator’s face. The analytic third, or rhythm of the telos, 
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manifests itself in the awareness of the beloved’s desire as separate, which the narrator 

depicts in the minimal difference between his intentionality (the dark from which he 

speaks) and his not-quite reflection in her eyes, “hers looking in yours” (444). While the 

prose of Company discloses a felt sense of the world, for example, in the alliteration 

intensifying into consonance and assonance that draws together the monosyllables of 

“You feel on your face the fringe of her long black hair stirring in the still air” as the 

narrator’s interest heightens into excitement, the attempted fusion that holds together the 

mirror dance feels artificial, as in the mirroring device of the chiasmus: “the sunny wind, 

the windy sun, in the sun, in the wind” (Watt 301). Watt and Sam just miss recognizing 

each other, while the narrator of Company and his beloved open up new possibilities for 

noticing the world by recognizing each other’s separateness.  

Watt and Sam’s failed recognition has value, especially when compared to Mr. 

Knott’s monstrous engulfment of his servants.62 As Ratcliffe and Jessica Benjamin point 

out, acknowledging failure to empathize with another person is important because it helps 

clarify the emotional work that remains to be done (“Phenomenology” 477; 

“Psychoanalytic” 448). The Watt and Sam relationship enacts Beckett’s ethics of 

expressive failure, if only on a small scale. Sam’s position as secretary to the insane 

resembles Beckett’s as secretary to ghosts, asking for recognition by submitting his 

strange little novels for publication at the same time as readers struggled to understand 

the first generation of Holocaust memoirs. While survivor memoirs possess much more 

historical weight, Beckett’s postwar fiction asks readers to pay attention to poor old Sam, 

                                                 
62 For an object relations analysis of the relationships between Watt and Sam in Watt and Molloy 

and Moran in Molloy, see Angela Moorjani, “Peau de Chagrin: Beckett and Bion on Looking Not to See,” 
Samuel Beckett Today/Aujourd’hui 19 (2004): 25-38.    
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too, accompanied by forms of guilt that we can only imagine. To develop his aesthetics 

of shame further, Beckett would have to place desire for intersubjectivity at the center of 

his fiction, as he does with the violent, intimate relationship between the narrator of How 

It Is and his torture victim, Pim, the focus of my next chapter.   
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CHAPTER 4 

BECKETT AFTER JOYCE: FROM AUTONOMY TO AUTHENTICITY AFTER 

THE WORLD WARS 

A Klee painting named “Angelus Novus” shows an angel looking as though he is about 
to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his 

mouth is open, and his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. 
His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 

single catastrophe piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The 
angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But 
a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that 
the angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to 
which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm 

is what we call progress. 

Walter Benjamin, Paris, 19401 

I. Schizophrenia, the Holocaust, and the Limits of Modernist Autonomy 

In the next two chapters, I will chart a history of literary modernism’s relationship 

to authenticity using the work of three novelists who tested the ethical possibilities of 

autonomous form, that is, structures based more on self-imposed constraints than 

traditions of mimesis: James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, and Georges Perec.2 This history 

takes the form of a vicious circle of deepening skepticism about public values triggered 

by the world wars. While thick descriptions of these novelists’ relationships to their 

publics offer useful resources for historiographers of literary modernism, my condensed, 

phenomenological approach, which covers the 1920s to the 1970s, requires excluding 

1 Benjamin, Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 
1968), 257-258.    

2 The commitments to widely recognizable verisimilitude and aesthetic autonomy dramatized in 
Ulysses are about equal, but the balance tips decisively in a parodic version of the latter direction with 
Beckett and Perec’s mature fiction.   
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such material in order to illuminate patterns of responding to cultural collapse within the 

fiction itself.3 I will thus discuss only tightly focused problems to which the fiction 

responds: Leopold Bloom as Joyce’s test subject for livable values after the Great War, 

the Texts for Nothing and How It Is narrators as Beckett’s instruments for probing ethical 

sensibility after World War II, and the storyworlds of A Void and W or The Memory of 

Childhood as Perec’s means of working out the Holocaust’s implications for the ethos of 

narrative.  

The vicious circle that connects these works by Joyce, Beckett, and Perec 

involves the disintegration of the storyworld resources necessary for characters to live 

authentically, that is, by carrying out projects they care about wholeheartedly as 

enculturated persons. For Somogy Varga, an authentic project requires creating a 

continuum of value by “distinguishing between peripheral and core personal 

commitments, principles, wishes, or feelings that are truly worth following” as a person 

navigates the relationship between his abilities and the horizon in which he finds himself 

(2). In other words, authentic projects help people form coherent identities responsive to 

reasons, even though the people committed to those projects, especially innovative ones, 

may lack the resources to express the reasons for their commitments discursively, hence 

                                                 
3 Notable monographs that take this thickly descriptive approach with each of my three authors are 

Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Cultures (New Haven and 
London: Yale UP, 1998), Stephen John Dilks, Samuel Beckett in the Literary Marketplace (Syracuse: 
Syracuse UP, 2011), and Daniel Levin Becker, Many Subtle Channels: In Praise of Potential Literature 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 2012).  
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the need for historians and critics who come after them.4From the externalized 

unconscious of “Circe” to the muddy torture field of How It Is and the impoverished 

texture of A Void, the peripheral and core aspects of the protagonists bleed into each other 

more and more thoroughly, thus registering fading horizons of significance after the 

world wars even as these novelists opened up new technical possibilities for fiction. How 

It Is and A Void fail as ethical projects due to their ambition of expressing the damaged 

sensibilities of the communities they address. Such ambitious expression required 

depicting narrators and characters with incoherent identities because the world wars 

clouded the moral horizon of European communities, thus obscuring which commitments 

made the most sense to follow. Joyce and other interwar modernist writers attempted to 

transcend this horizon by writing from positions imbued with the authority and clarity of 

pre-modern traditions, though ironizing those positions by splitting them into multiple 

perspectives often resulted in the ambivalence characteristic of modernist autonomy.  

For writers as sensitive to the zeitgeist as Beckett and Perec, the modernist 

strategy of cultural renewal – even when practiced with Joycean self-awareness and 

ambivalence – rang hollow after World War II and the moral burdens it placed on 

civilians. The historian Tony Judt clarifies this postwar situation: “For most Europeans, 

World War Two was experienced not as a war of movement and battle but as a daily 

degradation, in the course of which men and women were betrayed and humiliated, 

forced into daily acts of petty crime and self-abasement, in which everyone lost 

                                                 
4 For a longer analysis of this aspect of personhood, the silent call of conscience, see Varga, 

Authenticity as an Ethical Ideal, op. cit., 118-120.    
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something and many lost everything” (41). Judt refers, here, to moral and spiritual losses 

in addition to material ones: “losses everywhere,” as the How It Is narrator puts it (2). As 

a total war involving occupation by a genocidal regime, World War II damaged Europe’s 

horizon even more than the meat grinder of the Great War. Expressing this impoverished 

collective horizon was an impossible task for a novelist to set himself. However, as we 

have seen from Beckett’s depiction of failed empathy in the previous chapter, recognition 

of ethical failure has value because it can spark reflection on the work of repairing one’s 

culture that previous attempts have left undone, from developing new practices of coping 

with what happened to expanding concepts usually taken for granted, like personhood.    

Only putting ethical commitments into practice via projects, like novels, makes 

distinguishing between a person’s peripheral and core aspects of identity possible, hence 

the importance of these commitments’ wholehearted nature, that is, their centrality to 

one’s self-understanding and their continuity through time (Varga 80-82, 100-101). These 

commitments’ embededness in a collective horizon provides that continuity even when 

the person’s desire for them has waned since their accountability to the collective 

maintains his desire to desire them through memory of the collective good they articulate 

(100-101, 104). In other words, he keeps wanting to act on his commitments even when 

he feels like doing something more immediately pleasurable because he values his 

community and the identity-forming possibilities it affords him.  

In this way, the authentic person keeps his drives manageable, his affects 

organized, and his horizon receding into the distance. Authenticity provides a middle way 
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between autonomous but solipsistic projects, on the one hand, and heteronomy, on the 

other, whether that heteronomy takes the form of obeying orders from without, like 

Beckett’s character Moran doing what the voices he hears tell him, or compulsions, such 

as the numbing permutations of Watt. The concern for the collective good that makes 

one’s commitments intelligible, Varga claims, entails a constraint that “does not stem 

from the ‘outside’ in the legal or moral sense of the word, but flows from the ‘inside’—

from the very structure of the commitment,” since the good conditions the commitment, 

and the commitment articulates the good, sometimes renewing it in the process (103-4). 

In other words, “the relation between our commitments and the collective background of 

values is constitutive,” i.e. dialectical (Varga 122, emphasis in original). Unlike systems 

of rights and duties, authentic constraints are dynamic, holistic, and relational.   

The development of high modernist fiction into late modernist fiction involved 

transitioning from idealizing aesthetic autonomy, a value conducive to guilt because of its 

law-like character, to struggling with expressive authenticity, a value conducive to shame 

because of its embededness in postwar ethos, or the relationship between aesthetic 

possibilities and the sensibilities of communities ravaged by total war. The history of 

autonomous storyworlds I will examine demonstrates the collapse of such internal 

constraints and their replacement by external, law-like ones, thus transforming shame 

into guilty perversion, taking stock of diminished possibilities for cultural renewal, and 

transferring shame from the storyworlds themselves to the worlds that make them 

intelligible: the historical worlds inhabited by readers. The implied authors increasingly 
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need our help, in other words, to articulate their ethical projects coherently, rather than 

containing all the shreds of their collective horizons in the novels themselves. Despite its 

archival aspect, for example, even Ulysses (1922) does not allude to the Great War that 

shaped its composition. It takes historically informed readers to understand how and why 

renewing the postwar epic the Odyssey makes sense for a postwar novel. From Joyce 

onward, high modernist autonomy gradually dissolves into communities of readers as a 

call for authenticity.5  

That autonomy begins dissolving as early as 1922. Leopold Bloom combines 

Judeo-Christian redemption narratives with the cunning of Odysseus to overcome his 

5 This concept of artworks calling for authenticity relies on Heidegger, as does Varga’s concept of 
authenticity. See Nikolas Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure: Critical Theory between Past and Future 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London: MIT Press, 2006), 57, on Heidegger’s call of conscience, which reminds 
the person (Dasein) of his world’s vulnerability to collapse and his dependence on that world and calls him 
back to resoluteness (Erschlossenheit) from conformist social life, which Heidegger calls idle talk or 
chatter (Gerede): “. . . I must not only hear that the ‘call’ is addressed to me in particular, but also that it 
calls me to go outside and beyond myself – outside and beyond the self that I now am. To go outside and 
beyond the self that I now am requires listening to, understanding and acknowledging, voices other than the 
voice I now recognize as my own; it requires listening to, understanding, and acknowledging voices 
different from the ones I am accustomed to hearing” (emphasis in original). In this regard, my authors’ 
experiments with narrative voice and character identity have a necessarily ethical dimension because they 
promote self-transformation through carefully engaging with disjointed voices. With his concern for other 
voices, Kompridis, like Somogy Varga, rightly critiques the tendency toward mystical solipsism in 
Heidegger’s concept of authentic existence and expands it to make more room for intersubjectivity. In 
Emotions and Personhood, op. cit., 38, Giovanni Stanghellini and René Rosfort look to Paul Ricoeur, a 
philosopher influenced by Heidegger, for a more relational alternative resembling Kompridis and Varga’s: 
“For Ricoeur, the most important values in a human life remain interpersonal values. Our world is first and 
foremost a human world, and our lives are lived together with other human persons. Thus, Ricoeur’s 
ontology of care is primarily constituted by the presence of the other person in human personhood. This is 
something that is neglected, or at least is not foregrounded, in Heidegger’s ontology of care with its 
emphasis on the authenticity of the individual self.” For Varga, authenticity requires a dialectic between the 
capacities of the authentic person and the concerns of the community rather than solipsistic projects. In 
other words, Heidegger neglects intersubjectivity, as does Lacan, whose theory of subjectivity I 
supplemented with Jessica Benjamin’s theory of mutual recognition in the previous chapter. Heidegger and 
Lacan’s neglect of intersubjectivity requires supplementing both thinkers with more relational approaches 
rather than dismissing either of them. For a discussion of both Ricoeur and Benjamin’s theories of 
intersubjectivity, see Marie T. Hoffman, Toward Mutual Recognition: Relational Psychoanalysis and the 
Christian Narrative (New York: Routledge, 2010).   
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shame-driven masochism, renew his commitment to his family, and expand his horizon, 

though the implied author’s irony qualifies his endorsement of Bloom’s redemption by 

rendering it a pathetic, if elaborate, fantasy. This irony troubles the wholeheartedness of 

the implied author’s commitment to Bloom as an articulation of postwar values.6 With 

the crucial exception of rescuing Stephen from British soldiers, the only autonomous act 

he performs in the novel, the maxim derived from Bloom’s actions is, ‘Appreciate your 

culture, tolerate others, and do no harm,’ which could be affirmed by Nietzsche’s last 

man, incapable of wholehearted commitment, let alone Zarathustra’s more extreme ideal 

of dancing chaos: “One still loves one’s neighbor and rubs up against him: for one needs 

warmth . . . One has one’s little pleasure for the day, and one’s little pleasure for the 

night: but one honors health” (Zarathustra 10). Bloom loves his little pleasures and 

schemes for self-improvement, which have endeared him to decades of readers but also 

6 I agree with Thomas P. Balász, “Recognizing Masochism: Psychoanalysis and the Politics of 
Sexual Submission in Ulysses,” Joyce Studies Annual 13 (2002): 171, that “Bloom ultimately discards 
these [masochistic] fantasies [in “Circe”] not because they threaten—or fail to threaten—the prevailing 
social structure, but because they fail to satisfy his most basic needs, the need to maintain a coherent sense 
of self and a coherent, fulfilling relationship with a significant other.” While I sympathize with Balász’s 
reasons for stressing the personal in his 2002 article – to correct the imbalance caused by over a decade of 
criticism claiming that literature subverts norms, exposes power, and unmasks ideology – my approach, 
coming on the heels of the affective turn, stresses the mutually constitutive roles of culture and individual 
experience, world and self, rather than emphasizing one to the exclusion of the other. My approach owes 
much to Rita Felski’s pragmatist methodology of interpreting literature in The Uses of Literature, op. cit., 
7, which she frames as “an alternative to either strong claims for literary otherness or the whittling down of 
texts to the bare bones of political and ideological function.” These extremes, she contends, marginalize 
literary studies as a discipline and discourage reading works of literature as open-ended cultural products, 
i.e. as truly social. By examining the fate of autonomy in the history of modernist fiction, I hope to gesture 
toward one root of much high theory’s alternately aloof and condescending ethos, an ethos that Felski 
critiques. See The Uses of Literature, op. cit., 1-13. To the extent that modernist fiction influenced high 
theory, this chapter and the following one confirms her intuition in op. cit., 13, that “In retrospect, much of 
the grand theory of the last three decades now looks like the last gasp of an Enlightenment tradition of rois 
philosophes [philosopher kings] persuaded that the realm of speculative thought would absolve them of the 
shameful ordinariness of a messy, mundane, error-prone existence” (emphasis in original). In this regard, 
the failure of Joyce, Beckett, and Perec’s ethical ambitions is instructive.      
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invited their bemusement, a bemusement that the implied author of Ulysses shares. “The 

pleasures of the bed and table,” Tomkins notes, “can provide an antidote to chronic 

distress, fear, or shame” (100). The inordinate amount of time Bloom devotes to thinking 

about sex and food makes him an appealing character but also symptomizes the shame 

inherent in his alienation from his family and his culture.  

While praising Bloom for his heartily embodied sensibility has become a critical 

commonplace, the emphasis he places on fleshly pleasures, especially when his fantasies 

substitute for actually partaking in such pleasures, allows him to avoid his shame and 

thus paralyzes him, hence his resemblance to the last man: “They have something of 

which they are proud. And what do they call that which makes them proud? Education 

they call it, it distinguishes them from goatherds” (Zarathustra 9). Misanthropic artists 

like Stephen can learn about the good life from Bloom’s street smarts, but without the 

implied author’s commitment to cultural renewal, Bloom’s earthiness becomes a risible 

distraction from the violence modernity does to communities and the traditions that bind 

them together, just as Ulysses becomes an exercise in linguistic virtuosity and archiving 

cultural systems when divorced from its responsiveness to the Great War and England’s 

domination of Ireland.7             

Since his son’s death as an infant, his wife’s affair, and his daughter’s absence 

have raised the specter of Bloom’s commitment to his wife Molly detaching itself from 

the collective good it articulates, the happiness of his family, Bloom’s authenticity is in 

                                                 
 7 The best reading of Ulysses as a response to the latter that I know of is Andrew Gibson, Joyce’s 
Revenge: History, Politics, and Aesthetics in Ulysses (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2002).  
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jeopardy, hence the undercurrent of weary comedy ironizing his role as modern hero.8 He 

understands that his work as an advertising canvasser is far from vital; like Beckett’s 

characters Vladimir and Estragon, he feels that no one needs him. Unlike them, he has 

Jewish and Christian value systems available to mediate his shame and prop up his self-

worth through fantasy. Bloom’s fantasies of redemption and continuity with his 

traditions, especially the Judaism of his father, resemble metempsychosis, the implied 

author’s fantasy of cultural renewal that justifies Ulysses as more than an egoistic 

performance or mockery of Victorian encyclopedism. Thus Bloom’s anxieties about his 

place in the world function as a synecdoche for the anxieties about its cultural purpose 

embodied by the novel itself.    

From Beckett’s position coping with the fallout of World War II, Joyce might as 

well have written a novel called Achilles, with all the warrior-aristocratic values its title 

implies. The narrators of Beckett’s middle period demonstrate awareness of their failing 

cultural memories as their horizons lurch from suffocating to distressingly wide but 

remain committed to a minimal project of going on, while the narrator of A Void replaces 

awareness with zany prolixity accountable to the horizon of postwar Europe more at the 

8 In “Recognizing Masochism,” op. cit., 186-187, Thomas P. Balász suggests that Bloom’s 
masochism stems from his awareness of his dependence on Molly for his sense of self-worth: “For Bloom, 
the loss of a wife may not simply be a matter of emotional support but may very well be a life and death 
issue as demonstrated by his father’s suicide following the death of his mother.” Balász provides an 
exemplary relational psychoanalytic treatment of Bloom’s fantasies. Though I focus on atonement as both 
an ethical and aesthetic resource in Ulysses rather than Bloom’s internalized object relations as ends in 
themselves, Balász’s interests and mine converge. Had I set out to write a chapter explaining the relational 
aspects of Bloom’s masochism rather than its ethics, aesthetics, and influence on Beckett, Balász would 
have anticipated me.       
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level of flattened tone than the characters’ awareness of cultural problems.9 In fact, the 

novel’s first protagonist, Anton Vowl, disappears soon after he begins obsessing about 

the impoverishment of his world, and most of the other protagonists die bizarre deaths 

when they find out too much about it. For the third-person narrator of A Void, then, going 

on amounts to gleefully conspicuous disavowal, annihilating characters who gain too 

much understanding of their world, rather than the anguished determination of Beckett’s 

first-person narrators.  

The increasingly narrow tonal range of these novels develops Tomkin’s 

observation that “any particular mode of social communion may become heightened in 

significance if it has been the occasion of frequent, intense, or enduring enjoyment” 

(103), with the caveat that self-imposed constraints generally expand the person’s horizon 

because they remain in dialogue with his culture, while compulsions narrow the horizon 

by walling the person off from his culture. From Joyce to Beckett to Perec, aesthetic 

commitments become less recognizable because they become increasingly arbitrary as 

each implied author’s compulsions increase in frequency and severity. Hence aesthetics 

and ethics, so tightly intertwined in much high modernist fiction, split in late modernism. 

“In order for our commitments to have a normative grip on us in the full sense,” Varga 

                                                 
9 In “Beckett, Minimalism, and the Question of Postmodernism,” op. cit., 649, Duncan McColl 

Chesney observes that Beckett’s characters embody “an affirmative, although not exactly triumphant, 
endorsement of art, of the almost hopeless but still minimally valid project . . . in a way the most useful 
thing for a society in need of the most searching critique of its own damaged state.” Chesney’s use of the 
term useful indicates the social importance of using periods of peace to assess collective horizons after 
traumas and thus the character-formation resources of one’s culture in order to shore up these resources 
before the next trauma strains them, as opposed to the all too common strategy of disavowing such traumas 
and thus setting up one’s culture for religious fundamentalism and political extremism more responsive to 
ideology than social problems.           
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contends, “they must be seen as articulations of choice-transcendent values, thus values 

that we recognize as not stemming from our choices,” namely “embededness in the 

intersubjectively constituted horizon of a larger community that ultimately is the source 

of the normative pull that our commitments have on us” (98, my emphasis). Beckett and 

Perec’s fiction thematizes aesthetic choices flirting with, but ultimately resisting, empty 

decisionism because they remain attached to the normative pull of the communities they 

address: but just barely. Embedding their fiction in a collective horizon in order to 

articulate its ethical implications thus requires a great deal of work on the part of 

readers.10  

Beckett and Perec’s narrators turn failed authenticity into textual symptoms, 

symptoms that readers with the Holocaust in mind can interpret without much digging 

into either author’s psychology. Readers can do so because each flesh-and-blood novelist 

uses his psychoanalytic knowledge to create a narrator with a fictional unconscious rather 

than displaying his own unconscious in a way that allows critics to treat the fiction as the   

                                                 
10 Hence I sympathize up to a point with Georg Lukács’s charge that modernist literature’s focus 

on subjectivity tends toward obscurantist insularity, but Lukács ignores the necessary mediation of 
historically informed readers in his exclusive preference for literature that represents the social forces that 
condition it, i.e. its historical context, whole cloth. See Lukács, “Realism in the Balance,” trans. Rodney 
Livingstone, in Theodor Adorno et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London and New York: Verso, 2007), 36-
45. Doing the cultural work that fiction like Beckett and Perec’s calls for requires educational institutions 
with the funding to make doing that work as accessible as possible, a requirement that late capitalism does 
indeed threaten by promoting contingent academic labor. Thus my argument entails a weak utopianism: 
stable institutions driven by humanistic values.       
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speech of its flesh-and-blood authors imagined as analysands, an approach that has done 

much to discredit psychoanalytic criticism.11  

Autonomy is a necessary condition for authenticity, but not vice versa. Varga 

points out that authenticity “is not just about being involved in the authorship of . . . [a 

self-given] law [as in autonomy], but about how this law fits with the wholeness of a 

person’s life, and how or whether it expresses who the person is” (19-20). When the 

relationship to the social world and other parts of the person’s life begins breaking down, 

schizophrenic minds can build lawful systems to maintain coherence, but at the expense 

of correspondence to the world and the rest of their lives, i.e. authenticity, resulting in 

self-alienation. In other words, schizophrenic thinking prevents authenticity by 

disintegrating the person’s ability to integrate self-reflection and behavior responsive to 

public goods.        

Systems of delusions and hallucinations like those represented in Beckett and 

Perec’s fiction, for example, can disclose a world, but not an authentic one because the 

schizophrenic person lacks the sense of self necessary to suture that world to a public 

good. When parts of that world express such a good, it seems coincidental because of the 

delusional person’s compromised will, which is directed primarily at psychic survival 

rather than public goods. Freud, whom all three of my novelists read, believed that 

delusional worlds function as elaborate compensations for the negative symptoms of 

11 In this chapter and the following one, I am not in the dodgy business of using fiction to 
psychoanalyze flesh-and-blood authors, but rather, the narrators that these authors created, who each have 
an unconscious that opens out to the Holocaust and its aftermath rather than the repressed memories of the 
authors, with the caveat that Perec invites a more biographically informed approach because of A Void’s 
metafictional aspects and W’s semi-autobiographical nature.  
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schizophrenia: “The end of the world is a projection of this internal catastrophe: his i.e. 

the paranoiac’s subjective world has come to an end since his withdrawal of his love for 

it. And the paranoiac builds it again, not more splendid, it is true, but at least so that he 

can once more live in it” (qtd. in Dinnage xv). In other words, delusional worlds resemble 

autonomy because of their self-imposed, lawful nature, but they are not autonomous 

because they respond to compulsions rather than reasons (Varga 19). The schizophrenic 

person constructs a delusional world to regain the sense of self threatened by his 

withdrawn affect, but he ends up with solipsism rather than autonomy.   

Storyworlds constructed in such a way imitate schizophrenia symptoms to take 

modernist autonomy to its ethical limit point. Because delusional solipsism mocks 

autonomy, it provided late modernist writers a powerful resource for travestying earlier 

modernists. The psychologist Louis A. Sass and the psychiatrist Josef Parnas expand on 

Freud’s insight about the compensatory nature of delusional worlds with a detailed 

phenomenology of schizophrenic experience. Such experience, they contend, takes the 

shape of a vicious circle (85), the same shape as the development of literary modernism I 

chart in this chapter and the next one. While Sass and Parnas do not discuss authenticity, 

Varga’s model of authenticity allows us to modify their phenomenology into a single 

claim: schizophrenic experience, regardless of what triggers it, builds mock-autonomous 

systems that wall the schizophrenic person off from shared reality rather than restoring a 
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sense of dwelling in the world, hence its viciousness.12 Schizophrenia can short-circuit 

authentic experience.  

For Sass and Parnas, this vicious circle makes tacit experience, i.e. feeling at 

home in the world, less and less possible by revolving through two processes: diminished 

self-affection and hyper-reflexivity (77-78). Diminished self-affection, “a diminished 

sense of existing as a subject of awareness or agent of action” (63), is a form of irritation 

that robs the schizophrenic person of the tacit, unified attention necessary for a sense of 

personal continuity over time, and thus the ability to interact with the world (83).13 

Diminished self-affection is a more complex process than the schizophrenia symptom flat 

affect indicates since it can involve the heightening of affect but the inhibition of its 

12 The etiology (i.e. cause) of schizophrenia is an extraordinarily complex issue beyond the scope 
of this chapter and the humanities in general. I defer to the scientific expertise of Louis A. Sass and Josef 
Parnas, “Explaining Schizophrenia,” in op. cit., 86, who speculate that both biological and experiential 
problems play a role in the onset and development of the disorder, and that “neurobiological abnormalities . 
. . may well have ultimate causal primacy – as the main source of the early experiential abnormalities of the 
‘basal irritation’ [characteristic of diminished self-affection].” For an etiology of schizophrenia that draws 
on historical sociology, see Liah Greenfeld, Mind, Modernity, Madness, op. cit.   

13 Some understanding of self-awareness may contextualize and thus clarify self-affection, a 
process that contributes to self-awareness. In Emotions and Personhood, op. cit., 42, Giovanni Stanghellini 
and René Rosfort define self-awareness as follows: “Experience of the world always involves a pre-
reflective, and often diffuse, awareness of a self. When I am experiencing something I have an immediate 
awareness that it is my experience, and not the experience of another. Accordingly, this pre-reflective 
awareness of a self means that our experiences are always qualified in some way or another. Subjective 
experience is not a stable and pre-configured registration of an object. Experiences of the same object may 
change from time to time due to a variety of environmental and subjective factors. My experience of an 
object is not merely a question of what I experience, but also how this object appears to me and how it 
affects me in my act of experiencing it” (emphases in original). Such self-awareness, they argue, 
differentiates human perception from the data processing characteristic of recording devices.    
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expression because of affect’s detachment from the person’s fading sense of the social 

world.14  

By attempting to maintain a stable sense of self, the schizophrenic person sets 

himself up for the disorder to hijack his will via a symptom called hyper-reflexivity, “a 

tendency to direct focal, objectifying attention toward processes and phenomena that 

would normally be ‘inhabited’ or experienced as part of oneself,” such as the rustle of the 

person’s clothing or the arrangement of furniture in his bedroom (63). In other words, 

hyper-reflexivity replaces feeling like oneself with thinking about oneself, and then 

thinking about one’s thoughts about oneself since one lacks a stable sense of self to think 

about, and then thinking about one’s thoughts about thinking, ad infinitum. It thus results 

in self-alienation.  

Sass and Parnas do not emphasize false beliefs in their phenomenology, but rather 

the loss of a way of attending to self and world that most people take for granted. Hyper-

reflexivity, they posit, compounds itself by consuming more and more of the 

schizophrenic person’s will, from pre-reflective, felt self-awareness, to “processes of 

scrutiny and self-exacerbating alienation” caused by normally tacit phenomena popping 

up (82-83). Hyper-reflexivity irritates perception. Then, it troubles the sense of relevance 

that helps focus normal people’s attention, as in the How It Is narrator’s experience of 

self and world disintegrating. The process culminates in the most volitional phase, active 

                                                 
14 For an empirical psychological theory of how affect works in schizophrenia, see Robert H. 

Dworkin, Harriet Oster, Scott. C. Clark, and Stephanie R. White, “Affective Expression and Affective 
Experience in Schizophrenia,” in Origins and Development of Schizophrenia: Advances in Experimental 
Psychopathology, ed. Mark F. Lenzenweger and Robert H. Dworkin (Washington, D.C.: American 
Psychological Association, 1998), 385-424.    
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compensation, when thought scrutinizes itself in its attempt to restore the person’s lost 

self-affection and further alienates itself in the process by producing spirals of reflections 

on its own reflections (85-86).   

In other words, schizophrenia makes authentic interaction with the world 

impossible, sometimes replacing it with delusions that resemble metafiction but seem all 

too real to the schizophrenic person. Without such delusions to prop up self-affection, the 

mind can disintegrate into a cipher for language. The sociologist Liah Greenfeld could be 

describing the relationship between the How It Is narrator and the voice invading his 

body when she characterizes schizophrenic speech as forced: “Rather than letting oneself 

go to offer free play to language, the schizophrenic experiences language as an 

oppressive external force and feels forced to give utterance to words and sentences willed 

by someone else” (171). While delusions and hallucinations are the most florid 

schizophrenia symptoms and thus the most widely known, these positive symptoms are 

easier to treat than the negative symptoms underlying them, such as volitional and 

affective problems (Greenfeld 121).       

Like Sass and Parnas, Joyce, Beckett, and Perec provide detailed 

phenomenologies of disintegrated experience: schizophrenia, in Beckett and Perec’s case; 

an externalized unconscious, in Joyce’s.15 Unlike Sass and Parnas, however, 

15 I am not arguing that Joyce depicts schizophrenia in “Circe,” though Leopold Bloom’s dream 
world certainly resembles psychoanalytic models of it. Carl Jung, in fact, gave a public lecture in 1930 
lambasting Ulysses as impenetrable and reminiscent of his primitivist model of schizophrenia. See Carol 
Loeb Shloss, Lucia Joyce: To Dance in the Wake (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 277-279. 
As I established in the previous chapter, Beckett was influenced by both Joyce and Jung and knew a great 
deal about schizophrenia, at least for someone without formal training in psychoanalysis or medicine.    
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psychoanalysis informs their writing, hence the novelists’ focus on paternal names 

preventing their narratives from disintegrating into total incoherence. A vicious circle 

reminiscent of this phenomenology of schizophrenia works like a centrifuge in their 

novels, whirling the Name-of-the-Father, the signifier that attaches the subject to the 

social world and a sense of self, from the core of the storyworlds, their structure, to their 

periphery, or texture.16 Hence invocations of the paternal name increase in frequency to 

compensate for the damaged horizon, from Bloom’s overcompensation via patriarchal 

tradition, his name shifting from Anglo to Jewish depending on how dominant or 

submissive he feels, to the How It Is characters acquiring names as a function of torturing 

each other, culminating in Perec’s decision to forego using the letter e in La Disparition, 

thus calling attention to the Name-of-the-Father in every word, flattening the novel’s 

affective range, and moving the narrator’s constraint from commitment to compulsion.17  

Since discovering the forbidden e drives the plot of La Disparition, thus making it 

hyper-reflexive, and removing e makes differentiating between different characters’ 

                                                 
16 I have adapted the centrifuge metaphor to discuss storyworlds from Sass and Parnas’s 

discussion of self-alienation in schizophrenic experience in “Explaining Schizophrenia,” op. cit., 85: “All 
this [foregoing discussion] suggests the possibility of a veritable cascade of hyper-reflexivity – of the 
primary, consequential, and compensatory sort, and involving hyper-reflexivity of the operative as well as 
the more reflective kind. What can result is a veritable ‘centrifuging’ of the self – a process whereby 
phenomena that would normally be ‘inner’ or tacit are progressively spun outward and away, thereby 
depriving the individual of the very medium of normal forms of ipseity or self-experience.”    
 

17 In On Trust, op. cit., 18-20, Gabriel Josipovici has pointed to a similar thin line between 
commitment and compulsion in the experience of the self-cancelling artist and puzzle fanatic Percival 
Bartlebooth, the protagonist of Perec’s most famous novel La Vie mode d’emploi (Paris: Éditions Denoël, 
1978), translated by David Bellos as Life A User’s Manual, 20th anniversary ed. (Boston: David R. Godine, 
2008). Drawing out the larger implications of Josipovici’s analysis for my argument would be interesting 
but remains beyond the scope of these chapters due to the later novel’s less explicit concerns with the 
aftermath of the Holocaust.       
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voices difficult (thus diminishing the narrator’s self-affection), the novel imitates active 

compensation. The narrator compensates for his inexpressiveness with forced hyper-

reflexive play. Several critics have discussed the allegorical nature of the novel’s taboo 

since forbidding e also forbids the words Perec, père, mère, and parent, thus calling 

attention to Perec’s parents, killed in the defense of Paris and the Holocaust when Perec 

was a young boy, by the conspicuous absence of their signifiers and the sans e / sans eux 

(without them) pun.18 Perec’s biographer David Bellos provides further evidence for 

allegorical readings by noting that his mother Cécile (born in Warsaw as Cyrla 

Szulewicz), who died either at Auschwitz or en route, was recognized by the French 

government as “missing and presumed dead” in 1947 with an acte de disparition that 

Perec kept in a drawer while writing La Disparition; the government did not issue a death 

certificate until 1958 (400). Yet while the text’s allegorical level would loom larger were 

A Void a lyric poem or short story rather than a novel, it is, in fact, a novel, and thus 

represents a storyworld, albeit one that strains the boundaries between linguistic 

virtuosity for its own sake and cultural accountability.  

This erratic movement toward and away from authenticity embodies a dilemma 

faced by experimental novelists writing in the wake of the Holocaust and thus 

rearticulates the question of authenticity in a move just as paradoxical as Beckett’s 

carefully choreographed stumbles with impersonality, which I discussed in the previous 

chapter. In fact, A Void’s formal experimentation allowed Perec to thematize the cultural 

18 Alison James sums up this Francophone response to the novel in Constraining Change: Georges 
Perec and the Oulipo (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern UP, 2009), 90.   
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memory of the Holocaust in W, which, I will demonstrate, helps make sense of the Void 

characters’ schizophrenia symptoms. Restoring the shame disavowed with greater 

intensity by each novelist requires opening these self-contained storyworlds to the history 

of modernist ethos in the wake of the world wars, a history that makes their cultural 

projects more intelligible in terms of each other. In other words, I read the implied 

authors’ aspirations to autonomy as failures.  

In Charles Altieri’s model of aesthetic autonomy, the implied author (or 

expressive will, in Altieri’s terms) catalyzes the reader’s affects by presenting the 

imagination with the forces that condition social roles, i.e. the natural and cultural forces 

that enable these roles, rather than commenting on particular social issues by 

representing extant social roles (“Why” 146). For Altieri, the value structure of a modern 

artwork’s world “directly intersects our world” and its value structures, thus soliciting our 

investment in the world of the artwork instead of representing the historical world in 

which we dwell (Particulars 117). In other words, modern art’s arrangements of values 

resonate with ours, thus affecting us and helping us make aspects of our pre-reflective 

identities explicit, such as our sensibilities and habitual practices.19   

While this anti-representational model can produce rich encounters with lyric 

poems and modern paintings, the artworks on which Altieri focuses, it becomes difficult 
                                                 
 19 In Ulysses, revised ed. (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987), 154-157, Hugh 
Kenner anticipates Altieri’s model of aesthetic autonomy by comparing Ulysses to post-impressionist 
painters’ prioritization of indexing reality (i.e. pointing to it) and soliciting viewers to attend to the 
specificities of their artworks’ medium, on the one hand, over representing reality, on the other, as well as 
calling the novel “the first book to be a kind of hologram of language, creating a three-dimensional illusion 
out of the controlled interference between our experience of language and its arrangements of language.” 
However, Altieri clarifies and enriches our understanding of autonomy by discussing its affective 
dimensions with great precision.   
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to sustain in a genre as long in duration and traditionally representational as the novel, 

including the modernist novel, as my discussion of the strains inherent in Beckett and 

Perec’s fiction will demonstrate. Joyce does channel such cultural forces and value 

structures in Ulysses, whether the rhythm of the daily newspaper (Aeolus), the 

development of English style (Oxen of the Sun), or the social hierarchies of 1904 Dublin 

filtered through the unconscious (Circe), but these forces always coexist with 

representations of enculturated, embodied experience unfolding over time, i.e. Bildung, 

however uneasy that relationship.         

While I agree with Altieri that acknowledging the efforts of modernist artists to 

achieve aesthetic autonomy remains important, however inflated the rhetoric of 

manifestoes like Beckett’s “Three Dialogues,” reading these works by Joyce, Beckett, 

and Perec together requires acknowledging their commitment to interrogating a more 

immanent issue than autonomy: the condition of European Jews in the first half of the 

twentieth century. Because of its influence on Beckett and Perec and concern with Jewish 

issues, then, I read Ulysses anachronistically as a pre-Holocaust text.20 Doing so extends 

Joyce’s historical irony rather than wrenching the novel free of its context. For the first 

readers of Ulysses, the Great War and the Irish War of Independence loomed in the 

background, ironizing the novel’s 1904 storyworld due to its setting before these 

                                                 
20 For a spirited defense of anachronistic reading, see Rita Felski, “Context Stinks!” New Literary 

History 42.4 (Autumn 2011): 573-591.  
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transformative events.21 While Homer set his Odyssey after the Trojan War, Joyce set 

Ulysses before two wars, wrote it during them, and published it after they ended, thus 

adding an extra layer of irony to the implied author’s nostalgia for prewar Europe. By 

virtue of its publication date after these wars, a rift lies between the novel’s storyworld 

and the worlds of its readers. Nearly a century of critics and common readers have built 

bridges across it, but the rift remains. World War II widens that rift, rendering ironic not 

just the storyworld of Ulysses, but also the novel as an ethical project, with Leopold 

Bloom as its lovable exemplar.22 For example, three years after Joyce published Ulysses, 

Adolf Hitler published Mein Kampf (1925-6). Hitler’s vision of the Jews had a much 

more dramatic influence on European sensibilities than Joyce’s. In fact, the resentment of 

Hitler and other Great War veterans fueling racist utopianism provides a clear contrast to 

Leopold Bloom’s forgiveness leading to acceptance of human fallibility and the 

contingencies of modern life.23           

My characterization of Ulysses as aspiring to autonomy and inspiring expressive 

authenticity in other writers does more justice to the novel than approaches that cut off its 

                                                 
21 For a contemporary version of the historical irony inherent in the rift between the publication 

date of Ulysses and the date of its setting, see Colum McCann, Let the Great World Spin (New York: 
Random House, 2009), a multi-perspectival novel centered on a historical event: the tight rope walker 
Philippe Petit’s performance on a wire suspended between the World Trade Center towers in 1974.    

 
22 For a reading of Ulysses as wisdom literature, see Declan Kiberd, Ulysses and Us: The Art of 

Everyday Life in Joyce’s Masterpiece (New York and London: Norton, 2009). Kiberd addresses the Great 
War, but not the Holocaust.   

 
23 For an analysis of how German-speaking veterans used their humiliation to fuel an ideology of 

redemptive racial struggle between the world wars, see Omer Bartov, “‘Fields of Glory’: War, Genocide, 
and the Glorification of Violence,” in Catastrophe and Meaning: The Holocaust and the Twentieth 
Century, ed. Moishe Postone and Eric Santner (Chicago and London: U of Chicago P, 2003), 117-135.  
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more experimental episodes from the rest of its storyworld altogether (e.g. by positing a 

late realist half separable from an avant-garde half), or, to cite a more nuanced approach, 

that privilege some experimental episodes at the expense of the rest. Of the many 

examples of the latter approach I could cite, I will focus on Fredric Jameson’s since his 

commitment to social totalities and my interest in worlds are similar in scale even if 

ontologically incompatible, and Jameson remains one of the most gifted historicist 

critics.24 Even his misinterpretations, like the one I will discuss here, are almost always 

ambitious enough to solicit productive disagreements.  

With an apt comparison to Flaubert’s phantasmagoric novel La Tentation de Saint 

Antoine / ‘The Temptation of Saint Anthony’ (1874), Jameson argues that “Circe,” an 

episode that alternates between an externalized unconscious and more recognizable 

reality as Bloom follows Stephen Dedalus into Nighttown (Dublin’s red light district), 

presents the most reified state in the novel due to the episode’s concentration on fantasies 

and its depiction of them through the dream play form, with “discontinuous images” 

appearing “in the void” like hallucinations rather than situated in a cultural context like 

most people’s experience the vast majority of the time (Modernist 148). I agree that 

“Circe” depicts reification, though Jameson leaves out a level of mediation between the 

episode and social reality by failing to note that characters speak these images, including 

inanimate objects in about as literal a depiction of commodity fetishism as possible. 

Quickly moving through “Circe,” he claims that Joyce depicts the fragmentation of 

                                                 
 24 Throughout the next few paragraphs, I will refer to Frederic Jameson, “Ulysses in History,” in 
The Modernist Papers (London and New York: Verso, 2007), 137-151.   
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communities into subjects and objects characteristic of modernity, with the sleepy 

episode “Eumaeus” standing for exhausted subjectivity, and “Ithaca,” for the dominance 

of objectivity, and that Joyce aims his parody at the late realist point of view practiced by 

Henry James and H.G. Wells, i.e., the focalizing device called a center of 

consciousness.25 “Ithaca,” after all, focuses on a bourgeois social interaction but takes the 

form of a scientific catechism ranging from turgid parody to mathematically sublime 

prose. In this way, Jameson argues, Joyce not only parodies novelists he found stuffy, but 

also travesties the larger social development that point of view expresses, “namely the 

increasing social fragmentation and monadization of late capitalist society, the 

intensifying privatization and isolation of its subjects” (Modernist 149). While one could 

point out the contradiction inherent in implying that the man who spent seven years 

writing Ulysses despised the private life necessary to write it, Jameson does not go so far 

as to claim that Joyce intended to critique this aspect of modernity.  

Regardless, we should grant Jameson’s point that Ulysses includes aspects of 

modern social reality that even realists as perspicacious as James leave out, such as the 

complex work that many laborers must do to enable someone like Bloom to turn on a 

faucet. I take issue with Jameson, however, when he claims that the novel’s alternation 

between reification (Circe) and derefication (Ithaca) leads to “radical depersonalization,” 

with no discernible implied author and thus no cultural project other than the critique of 

                                                 
 25 For a critique of Jameson’s historicism as unacknowledged allegory, see Paul Bové, 
“Misprisons of Utopia: Messianism, Apocalypse, and Allegory,” Field Day Review 6  
(2010): 70-93. I find Walter Benjamin’s acknowledged Messianism a more intellectually honest version of 
Marxism than the aspirations to scientific explanations of social totalities characteristic of other Western 
Marxists like Louis Althusser and, to a lesser extent, Jameson.      
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reification for which he coopts Ulysses: opening up “a perspective in which, at some 

ideal outside limit, everything seemingly material and solid in Dublin itself can 

presumably be dissolved back into the underlying reality of human relations and human 

praxis” (Modernist 146). Granted, Joyce and Marx have a common influence, the Italian 

philosopher of history Giambattista Vico, but Ulysses cannot be reduced to an updated 

dramatization of Das Kapital or The German Ideology any more than Finnegans Wake to 

The New Science.  “Ithaca,” Jameson contends, presents not Bloom’s fantasies, but rather 

“commodities . . . dreaming about themselves through us” (150). As I will demonstrate at 

length in the rest of this chapter, the structures and themes of Bloom’s fantasies 

discernible in “Circe” are continuous with other episodes that depict Bloom, including 

the experimental ones that Jameson considers depersonalized. Bloom, a virtual person, 

survives the trials that the implied author inflicts on him with his personhood intact along 

with the dignity the concept of personhood implies.26         

Jameson dismisses Joyce’s Homeric schema as “an empty form . . . a purely 

mechanical check on what risks otherwise becoming an infinite proliferation of detail” 

(Modernist 142), understandably enough since scholars have been fussily over-

systemizing this aspect of Ulysses since the heyday of myth criticism sixty years ago. But 

dispensing with the question the implied author continues articulating about what forms 

26 I am in sympathy with the account of personhood explained by the psychiatrist Giovanni 
Stanghellini and the philosopher René Rosfort in Emotions and Personhood, op. cit., which they derive 
largely from the hermeneutic phenomenologist Paul Ricoeur. To sum up their complex account here, the 
embodied experiences (and narrative identities developed in tension with these experiences) constitutive of 
persons rely on but cannot be reduced to social realities: Hegelian, Marxist, Heideggerian, Lacanian, or 
otherwise.      
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heroism might take in modernity – or what Aristotle called the good life a few centuries 

after Homer, what Kant called autonomy at the apogee of the Enlightenment, and what 

Heidegger’s influences call authenticity now – in favor of collapsing that schema into a 

cipher for collective discourse ignores the perfectly valid ways that people continue to 

read the novel. Identifying with Stephen, Bloom, or Molly does not entail blindness by 

bourgeois ideology and the like. Jameson wants Ulysses in and for itself rather than 

Ulysses for us.  

I admire his insight that gossip makes Joyce’s Dubliners feel like part of a large 

village and that the lack of development forced on Dublin by its imperial masters 

preserved that kind of community as late as 1904 even as it stultified the lives of many 

Dubliners. However, without accusing Joyce of egoistic aloofness, Jameson argues that a 

novel to which a gifted writer devoted seven years of his life, years coterminous with two 

European wars during which he could have been spending his time on other pursuits, has 

nothing to do with authenticity and the commitment to future communities authenticity 

entails: the actual community of scholars reading this sentence, for example, rather than 

an idealized social totality or a transcendent community of Marxist diagnosticians. His 

misrepresentation of Heidegger’s philosophy is telling:  

Now for a certain conservative thought, and for that heroic fascism of the 
 1920s for which the so-called ‘masses’ and their standardized city life 
 had become the very symbol of everything degraded about modern 
 life, gossip—Heidegger will call it “das Gerede”—is stigmatized as the 
 very language of inauthenticity, of that empty and stereotypical talking 
 pour rien dire to which these ideologies oppose the supremely privative 
 and individual speech of the death anxiety or the heroic choice. But 
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 Joyce—a radical neither in the left-wing nor the reactionary sense—was at 
 least a populist and a plebeian. (Modernist 144) 

 
The solipsistic decisionism that Jameson invokes characterizes Sartre’s early 

existentialism rather than Heidegger’s concept of authenticity and contemporary 

expansions of it by such philosophers as Hubert L. Dreyfus, Somogy Varga, and Nikolas 

Kompridis; Heidegger never subscribed to existentialism. Conflating Being and Time 

with the Nazis’ blood and soil ideology is almost as unfair to the text as doing the same 

with Das Kapital and Stalinism. The fallacy is post hoc ergo propter hoc in both cases 

since Jameson cites neither Heidegger’s writing nor any commentaries on it. Jameson’s 

critique of Heidegger’s philosophy also amounts to an ad hominem attack on Heidegger’s 

political errors: monstrous and disgraceful errors, but an ad hominem attack all the 

same.27  

 Joyce did admire middle-class people, but he represented them by means of and 

incorporated their discourse into a difficult, innovative novel responsive to the Great 

War, which many of the abovementioned people avoided dealing with afterward through 

chauvinism or more benign forms of distraction. The problem with idle talk (das Gerede) 

is not its collective nature – for Heidegger, the nature of all human experience, i.e. being-

in-the-world with others – but its avoidant one. Heidegger characterizes curiosity, an 

                                                 
 27 I say almost as unfair and ad hominem because Heidegger joined the Nazi Party, as is well 
known, while Marx could not have done the same with the Soviet Communist Party. Delving into the 
voluminous debate about the relationship between Heidegger’s philosophy and Nazi ideology is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation. The interested reader should start with three books: Charles R. Bambach, 
Heidegger's Roots: Nietzsche, National Socialism, and the Greeks (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 2003), 
Thedore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger’s Being and Time, op. cit., and, for an argument that the notion 
of existential freedom Heidegger articulates in Being and Time “must suppose equal respect for all,” 
Nikolas Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure, op. cit., 68.        
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emotion that fuels idle talk, as “concerned with the constant possibility of distraction” 

rather than dealing with the situation in which one finds oneself or “observing entities 

and marvelling at them,” that is, feeling wonder (Being 216/172, emphasis in original). 

Bloom solicits our pity, ranging in distance from bemusement to endearment to 

sympathy, when he distracts himself from his alienation and anxiety. He merits our 

admiration only when he confronts the sources of this alienation and anxiety, as in 

“Circe,” or loses himself in moments of wonder: “To smell the gentle smoke of tea, fume 

of the pan, sizzling butter. Be near her ample bedwarmed flesh. Yes, yes” (Ulysses 50). 

Some of the gossip depicted in Ulysses is anti-Semitic, such as the rumors that fuel the 

Citizen’s attack on Bloom in Barney Kiernan’s pub. Joyce not only renders 1904 Dublin 

and its gossip with affectionate nostalgia and invites analyses of the social forces 

conditioning it – of which Jameson’s are among the sharpest – but he also discloses a 

vanished world with new resonance for Europe between the wars. When Joyce published 

Ulysses, jingoistic clowns like the Citizen would have the resources of total war at their 

disposal, and would thus be running Europe, in less than two decades.               

For Joyce the Irish Catholic, Beckett the Irish Protestant, and Perec the French 

Jew, the fate of the Jews in Europe remained an unnerving question that hit increasingly 

close to home. Walter Benjamin sums up this anxious ethos in the epigraph. With 

catastrophe looming in Paris in early 1940, Benjamin critiqued both social democrats’ 

and communists’ notions of progress for their lack of openness to chance and their 

containment of catastrophes in anodyne ideologies, which developments in Europe were 



 
 

167 
 

rendering irrelevant as he wrote “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” The angel of 

history, Benjamin’s alternative to teleological visions of history, remains receptive to 

catastrophe in all its particularity but powerless to reverse it.  

When read in light of the Holocaust, Beckett and Perec’s fiction exemplifies the 

angel’s ethos.28 Each implied author alternates between knowingness and childlike shock, 

hardened irony and vulnerability to unprecedented catastrophes. Even as the Holocaust 

continues to stretch the practices of the humanities, these disciplines should expose every 

student to its monstrous shock. Beckett and Perec’s fiction provides resources for doing 

so. While a tradition of shocked reaction to the Holocaust may seem a contradiction in 

terms, psychologically informed literary history provides a tool for students to connect 

this event to contemporary problems because it immerses them in representations of its 

monstrous impact. Such expressions of shame and distress lay emotional groundwork for 

further reflection on the Holocaust’s implications for ethics, law, history, and the social 

sciences. Joyce, Beckett, and Perec are strong enough writers to remain open to 

                                                 
28 Both Beckett and Perec admired Paul Klee’s paintings. On Beckett’s response to Klee, see 

Angela Moorjani, “Genesis, Child’s Play, and the Gaze of Silence: Samuel Beckett and Paul Klee,” Samuel 
Beckett Today/Aujourd’hui 19 (2006): 187-197. In 1959, Perec wrote a heretofore unpublished article, 
“Défense de Klee,” noting the painter’s anxiety as an influence on his own sensibility. David Bellos 
translates an excerpt in Georges Perec: A Life in Words (Boston: David R. Godine, 1993), 212-213. 
Though no published evidence suggests that Beckett or Perec read Walter Benjamin, the epigraph of 
Perec’s first published novel, Les Choses. Une histoire des anées 60 (Paris: Éditions Denoël, 1965), 
translated by David Bellos as Things: A Story of the Sixties (Boston: David R. Godine, 1990), shares the 
sentiment of “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” namely Benjamin’s famous declaration in 
Illuminations, op. cit., 256: “There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document 
of barbarism.” In the epigraph, Perec quotes a radio message heard by the protagonist of Malcolm Lowry’s 
1947 novel Under the Volcano (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 386, soon before his death: “Incalculable 
are the benefits civilization has brought us, incommensurable the productive powers of all classes of riches 
originated by the inventions and discoveries of science. Inconceivable the marvellous creations of the 
human sex in order to make men more happy, more free and more perfect. Without parallel the crystalline 
and fecund fountain of the new life which still remains closed to the thirsty lips of the people who follow in 
their griping and bestial tasks.”         
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reinterpretation and reimagining in light of this event. In other words, they tarried with 

the anxieties of their century rather than attempting to ground their writing in nature, a 

literary canon imagined as transcendent, or the kind of teleological historical vision that 

Benjamin critiques.29                     

In the narrative of these chapters, the figure of the Jew moves from the exemplar 

of modern alienation to the focal point of Europe’s shame that a discredited modernist 

tradition struggled to express. Aristotle, a philosopher confident in the value of his 

culture, does not count shame among the virtues. Rather, he calls it a passion (pathos) 

“appropriate, not to every age, but to the young; for we suppose that the young ought to 

be bashful because the many errors they make, in living by passion, are checked by a 

sense of shame [aidōs]” (88). In the young, then, shame plays a role in developing good 

character because young people have not had time to acquire all the virtues through 

mastering craft traditions. In other words, their Bildung remains incomplete because they 

use another passion, rather than virtue and mature practical wisdom (phronēsis), to 

regulate the passions. Adult shame, on the other hand, reflects immaturity, which 

Aristotle calls base (phaulos) (88-89).  

Yet Aristotle did not live to see Athenian democracy collapse. The world collapse 

of World War II made the ethos of the angel of history, wide-eyed children exposed to 

more destruction than they can process, appropriate for Beckett and Perec. This collapse 

                                                 
 29 I agree with Perry Meisel, The Myth of the Modern: A Study in British Literature and Criticism 
after 1850 (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1987), 8-9, that “Strong modernist texts are inquiries into 
the dynamics of readerly temporality itself—how one reads and how to take one’s own belated place as a 
reader (and as a writer) into account.”  For Meisel’s interpretation of Ulysses as such a text, see op. cit., 
138-157.   
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made their vocations difficult to carry out by rendering the aesthetic practices of high 

modernism inadequate for expressing the sensibilities of postwar Europe. Conceived of 

by its practitioners as either a rejection or radical renewal of aesthetic traditions, high 

modernist literature congealed into a tradition just before World War II, the event that 

defeated it, in another historical irony.  

For Beckett and Perec, imitating the autonomy inherent in either T.S. Eliot’s 

impersonal, organic model of tradition or the skeptical, playful model dramatized in 

Ulysses did not present a viable option. Instead, they travesty autonomy. While Joyce 

wrote from a position of comfortable distance from the Great War, Beckett and Perec’s 

increasingly personal experiences of World War II and its aftermath call for a struggle 

with authenticity by dramatizing autonomous implied authors spinning in spirals of self-

reflexivity, with the personal losses of the war years nipping away autonomy. In Eliot’s 

terms, these implied authors fail to “escape from emotion,” but they also fail to represent 

emotion due to the disintegrated nature of their narratives (Selected 43). In other words, 

“a number of floating feelings” do not coalesce into a unifying “structural emotion” 

(Selected 43). Instead, Beckett and Perec’s fiction lies in an anxious no-man’s land 

between impersonality and emotional expression, autonomy and authenticity, amid 

feelings disowned to various degrees. The drama of their postwar fiction lies in the 

tension between affective integration and disintegration and calls on readers to navigate 

that tension, unifying it as best they can.    
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As exemplified by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s discussion of the 

concentration camps as the necessary end of unchecked instrumental reason in Dialectic 

of Enlightenment (1947), the event of the Holocaust and such abstract concerns as 

autonomy and authenticity remain intertwined. I will attempt to untangle this relationship 

in a circumscribed strand of literary history and demonstrate how psychoanalytic 

knowledge, particularly about schizophrenia, provided Beckett and Perec an aesthetic 

resource crucial for grappling with it.                

II. Perverting Modernist Autonomy: The Stuplime World of How It Is  

For all his skepticism about Enlightenment idealism, Beckett continued to 

interrogate its inhuman, excessive underside, like his contemporaries Horkheimer and 

Adorno did in discursive form. Yet Beckett’s writing registers the impact of postwar 

cynicism about Enlightenment values more effectively than Dialectic of Enlightenment 

since it does so by building storyworlds that embody hyper-reflexivity, diminished self-

affection, and violent, inane abstraction rather than making arguments about them that 

may succeed more as elliptical meditations on shame than persuasive social history. 

Though Beckett’s writing gradually replaces the sublime with phenomenologies of 

worlds in various stages of collapse, the sublime does persist in muted and perverted 

form.     

Alongside the empathy displayed by his mature fiction, the withering skepticism 

of his style continues modernism’s aggressive relationship with its literary predecessors 

but also memorializes the lost communities and idealistic values that supported high 
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modernist writing. Yet the high modernist novel had already emptied out communal 

values, particularly those of the world before the wars, by mourning their socially 

cohesive role, if not their politics and sensibilities, through novelistic form rather than 

extant rituals. For example, after the death of Woolf’s Victorian housewife character Mrs. 

Ramsay in To the Lighthouse, Lily Briscoe’s abstract painting memorializes her and 

sublates her caring rituals of playing with her children and bringing her dinner guests 

together even as it critiques women’s restriction to the domestic sphere. High modernist 

formalism left late modernist writers committed to ethics in a difficult predicament since 

the autonomous artifices that organized high modernist fiction seemed like empty 

gestures by the war years, as Beckett realized in 1937: “Since we cannot dismiss it 

[language] all at once, at least we do not want to leave anything undone that may 

contribute to its disrepute” (Letters vol. 1, 518). Any aspects of modernist style that 

would cause the writer shame by upholding irrelevant ideals must be destroyed, in other 

words.30 Having written this letter several months after visiting Nazi Germany, Beckett 

expresses his disillusionment with the high modernist project of formalizing language to 

affirm human dignity. In Europe, that project no longer made sense; its time had run out.    

As Jean-Michel Rabaté points out, Beckett, like the Marquis de Sade, exposes the 

inhumanity of self-perpetuating symbolic systems by perverting symbolic forms (712-
                                                 

30 In Beckett before Godot (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 1998) 230, John Pilling 
points out that because of Beckett’s commitment to mimesis in the pre-Trilogy fiction, “the snare of 
arbitrary form claimed him as its victim. Whether willed (as in Murphy) or present by default (as in Watt), 
form could fulfil ‘no higher function’. To do so form would have to become an epiphenomenal by-product 
of accepting that there was no sense in sense, and no sense in using sense as ratifying agent.” The rules 
imposed by arbitrary form allowed the implied author’s sensibility to remain relatively coherent. Sensibility 
starts to unravel in Watt.    
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715). For example, Watt and Sam’s rat cannibalism, which they agree brings them 

“nearest to God” (Watt 133), travesties Kant’s argument that perceiving natural beauty 

leads to intuitions of the moral law underpinning human dignity: that is, intuitions of 

autonomy. It does so by demonstrating that in Kantian formalism, “all ‘human’ affects 

are pushed further away from an independent and all powerful reason” (Rabaté 713), as 

in the impersonal implied authors superintending modernist novels. The modernist 

tradition of focusing on characters alienated from their communities functions like Kant’s 

natural beauty since it depicts people removed from social purposes in order to reveal 

abstract visions of human dignity, from Lily Briscoe’s painting of maternal care to the 

union of avant-garde cultural knowledge with a humane sensibility dramatized by 

Stephen and Bloom’s relationship.31 Woolf also demonstrates awareness of the close link 

between novelistic abstraction and sadism:  

. . . we get another pleasure which comes when the mind is freed from the 
perpetual demand of the novelist that we shall feel with his characters. By 
cutting off the responses which are called out in actual life, the novelist 
frees us to take delight . . . in things in themselves . . . It is a pleasure, 
somewhat akin, perhaps, to the pleasure of mathematics or the pleasure of 
music. Only, of course, since the novelist is using men and women as his 
subjects, he is perpetually exciting feelings which are opposed to the 
impersonality of numbers and sound; he seems, in fact, to ignore and 

                                                 
31 The return of the body in “Penelope” provides a major caveat to equations of the British 

modernist novel with Kantian formalism, a caveat that I will develop further in my discussion of Beckett’s 
relationship to the later episodes of Ulysses. Joyce’s tendency to graft the body onto arbitrary designs that it 
exceeds in exuberant gushes and bursts makes Beckett’s constrained comedy of the grotesque one logical 
extension of Joyce’s style. My overall point about formalism follows Lee Oser’s observation in The Ethics 
of Modernism, op. cit., 7, that “In [W.B.] Yeats, [T.S.] Eliot, Joyce, Woolf, and Beckett, ethics is itself a 
form of aesthetics.” In Ethics of the Real: Kant, Lacan (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology P, 2000), 23, Alenka Zupančič calls attention to the coldness of Kantian ethics, a 
coldness that many high modernist novelists embody in their implied authors: “Kantian ethics is essentially 
an ethics of alienation, since it forces us to reject that which is ‘most truly ours’, and to submit ourselves to 
an abstract principle that takes neither love nor sympathy into account.”   
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repress their natural feelings, to be coercing them into a plan which we 
call with a vague resentment ‘artificial’ though it is probable that we are 
not so foolish as to resent artifice in art. (Collected Essays vol. 2, 82, my 
emphases)      

By the mid-1930s, developing this aesthetic of pleasure in artifice after the war required 

more and more abstract aesthetic ideas. Lighthouses and Homeric epics simply would not 

do. Hence Beckett replaces Woolf’s confident hauteur with explicit perversity, as in 

Murphy’s attempt to free his mind from his body by strapping himself to a rocking chair 

and entering not Woolf’s “dark places of psychology” (Common 156), but a mental space 

that replaces psychology altogether with the formal systems of philosophy (Murphy 3-8). 

Murphy experiences not disinterested pleasure, but the excessive drive-pleasure 

(jouissance) of dissolving into linguistic systems, bereft of any social function: autonomy 

turned on its head. As Andrew Gibson points out, Murphy’s extreme withdrawal from 

lived experience has the same effect as the total immersion in it characteristic of 

hedonism, thus producing one of the novel’s central ironies at high modernism’s expense 

(Beckett 150). Woolf’s coercion of her readers’ feelings intensifies into Beckett’s use of 

Murphy’s body and mechanistic mind in a sadomasochistic jousting match with his 

readers.32  

Because novels represent embodied experience changing over time, autonomous 

novelistic form becomes blatantly perverse when it reaches a certain level of abstraction, 

hence the tendency of modernist implied authors that aspire to autonomy to associate that 

autonomy with negative affects, and postmodernist ones, with jouissance. Thus Altieri’s 

32 See the tersely comic chapter 6, “a justification of the expression ‘Murphy’s mind,’” in The 
Novels of Samuel Beckett, Vol. I, op. cit., 67-70.  
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definition of aesthetic autonomy, “the capacity to replace a nature lost to rhetorical 

interests by relational structures that establish their own kind of objectivity” (158), does 

not apply to modern novels as an end in itself. Rather, it functions as a provisional end. 

As a rule, modernist implied authors pursue autonomy only to the extent that they can use 

such structures to stage a renewal of tradition or a symbolic reintegration of the culture 

represented by the storyworld, while postmodernist ones do so as a means of displaying 

their linguistic virtuosity.  

Language traditionally used to describe embodied experience simply cannot 

create the same effects as music or mathematics, as Woolf points out. When stretched to 

a certain point, the gap between more abstract media and the language of lived 

experience, the medium of Bildung, no longer creates pleasure “somewhat akin” to 

listening to music or solving proofs. Beckett clarifies this shift in focus from abstract 

novelistic pleasure to the gap between the effects of literary language and those of other 

media in his German Letter of 1937:  

. . . is literature alone to be left behind on that old, foul road long ago 
abandoned by music and painting? Is there something paralysingly sacred 
contained with the unnature of the word that does not belong to the 
elements of the other arts? Is there any reason why that terrifyingly 
arbitrary materiality of the word surface should not be dissolved, as for 
example the sound surface of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony is devoured 
by huge black pauses, so that for pages on end we cannot perceive it as 
other than a dizzying path of sounds connecting unfathomable chasms of 
silence? (Letters vol. 1, 518-519, my emphasis) 
  

For Beckett at this early stage of his career, literary language possesses an unnature, as 

opposed to the second nature of cultural identity it bequeaths via Bildung. He derives this 
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aesthetic doctrine from regarding the line between the artificial, symbolic Bildung created 

by Joyce’s “apotheosis of the word” (519), on the one hand, and the rejection of culture 

entirely, on the other, as the product of emotional caprice. Where Joyce cultivated 

reverence for language in his readers, Beckett will encourage contempt and disgust by 

“inventing a method of verbally demonstrating this scornful attitude vis-à-vis the word” 

(519). As P.J. Murphy has pointed out, Beckett puts this program into practice in Watt by 

reversing the aesthetics of the epiphany advanced by Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man (1916). He does so by disintegrating the desire for the sublime that 

draws servants to Mr. Knott and exposing the inane systems of Mr. Knott’s estate, which 

are indeed terrifyingly arbitrary, thus reducing Stephen’s aesthetics, and, arguably, 

Joyce’s, to just another symbol system (Murphy 126-150). The disgust, here, stems from 

the alienation caused by this system’s descent into just another tissue of words and 

patterns rather than a principle founding desire by means of prohibition, i.e. a paternal 

name, thus rendering that system incapable of supporting wholehearted commitments. 

Beckett empties his memories of Joyce surrounded by his assistants in Paris to the figure 

of Mr. Knott ensconced in spinning servants, Dante’s God whose music of the spheres 

has gone horribly awry, unbeknownst to him.    

Grappling with the shame of modernist aesthetics and ideas of dignity rendered 

irrelevant by World War II required separation from them, if not the wholesale 

destruction advocated in the German Letter, largely a product of Beckett’s immaturity. 

Beckett makes this separation clear in his denial of Joyce’s influence in a 1969 Vogue 
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interview conducted after he won the Nobel Prize in Literature: “I was not influenced by 

his work, as many people have suggested. I can only say that Joyce had a moral effect on 

me–he made me realize artistic integrity” (Gruen 211). As Watt attests in a less direct 

form of disavowal, a quotation of St. Jerome buried in the addenda, Beckett’s sentiment 

in the interview was either self-deception or a bald-faced lie: “pereant qui ante nos nostra 

dixerunt” (376), “Let those who used our words before us perish” (Ackerley 213). A 

purely moral relationship with one’s influences, and empathy generally, can throw up a 

roadblock to authentic projects. Losing one’s voice in structures precludes developing 

fulfilling relationships and shuts down the possibility space opened up by others.   

To explain how Beckett fuels creativity with the influence of Joyce, particularly 

the Ulysses episode that dramatizes repressed shame, “Circe,” I will argue that Beckett 

travesties the sublime homecoming at the end of the novel, “Circe” onward. The target of 

Beckett’s aggression is the guilt structure that affirms Leopold Bloom’s bourgeois 

sensibility as he transfers his desire from the desublimated women of “Circe” to the 

mathematically sublime object world of “Ithaca.” By rescuing Stephen Dedalus from 

British soldiers and thus atoning for his guilt over his son Rudy’s death, Bloom trades 

one father, state power, for the infinitely complex relationships of his world, Dublin and 

beyond: Lacan’s “change of object in itself” as the ultimate object of desire (Seminar VII 

293). Joyce thus idealizes Bloom’s Bildung, his use of education to appreciate lived 

experience, though without relinquishing the tone of muted bemusement that 

accompanies Joyce’s ironic representation of Bloom throughout the novel. The bourgeois 
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images that appear to the How It Is narrator, on the other hand, function as sources of 

shame since they cannot account for the narrator’s world of suffering in the mud, hence 

his difficulty maintaining sustained investment in these images and unifying them into a 

sensibility through memory. The How It Is narrator’s communication with Pim through 

torture travesties Bloom’s bonding experience with Stephen after rescuing him.    

By linking Beckett’s travesty of the sublime to Joyce, I will draw out some 

literary historical implications of Sianne Ngai’s aesthetic category, stuplimity, a post-

romantic revision of sublimity that evokes “boredom and astonishment,” stupefaction and 

shock, through repetition without development (Ugly 271). It thus lies at the limits of 

aesthetic experience, like sublimity, but compels readers to attend to the messy 

materiality of storyworlds rather than transcendent ideas, and to the durative aspects of 

aesthetic experience rather than the rapturous (Ugly 268-272). Stuplime texts resemble 

shame since they respond to disgust by oscillating between readerly disengagement 

caused by prolonged boredom heightening into distress, on the one hand, and continued 

interest and enjoyment, on the other, as in the modulations between mechanical and 

organic effects in the How It Is passages I discussed in the previous chapter.  

To test the claim that prolonged boredom becomes distress, read Phil 

Chernofsky’s book And Every Single One Was Someone (2013), which prints the word 

“Jew” six million times in page-long blocks, for one hour, without skipping any words or 

pausing. Doing so feels like anxious compulsion, as described by the publisher, Ilan 

Greenfield: “‘Almost everyone who looks at the book cannot stop flipping the pages’ . . . 



 
 

178 
 

‘Even after they’ve looked at 10 pages and they know they’re only going to see the same 

word, they keep flipping’” (Rudoren). To feel stuplimity, read the book while taking an 

occasional break to imagine the life of a particular Holocaust victim. Marveling at the 

stars on a clear night is mathematically sublime; contemplating six million lives snuffed 

out is stuplime.         

The extreme example of Chernofsky’s book aside, stuplimity dilutes grand style 

to make space for readers’ affects when the author has lost confidence in the aesthetic 

ideas provided by his culture, thus placing a great deal of sense-making responsibility on 

future readers. Indeed, texts imitating schizophrenia require such outside help, since they 

draw on distressingly large numbers of choices. Greenfeld explains this situation with 

enough intricacy and clarity to justify quoting at length:  

. . . schizophrenic thinking is unconstrained (by logic, first and foremost, 
but by the conventions of the culture that is relevant to their 
[schizophrenic people’s] social adjustment, in general). Instead, it is really 
free, and we necessarily regard its freedom as “pathological.” It is free 
because culture in general contains numbers of possibilities by many 
orders of magnitude greater than the culture of any specific group or any 
individualized culture, the mind . . . The ‘pathological freedom’ of 
schizophrenic thinking, its not being anchored—through the mechanisms 
of identity and will—in reality relevant to the individual, is very likely to 
present them at some point in their disintegrated mental process with the 
possibility of solipsism . . . Since, unlike the rest of us, they lack the 
ability to will themselves away from this possibility (which is what we all 
do), they are forced to let it, so to speak, ‘get to them’ and become 
virtually paralyzed.  (163)    

 
Greenfeld describes, here, not only schizophrenic experience, but also the aesthetic of 

stuplimity, which travesties the mathematical sublime, just as the solipsistic prisons 

delusional people build for themselves mock autonomy. While sublimity allows people to 
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transcend their cultural identities to feel united with all humanity, stuplimity lets dead 

words flood in and dissolve people’s sense of belonging to any group. While sublimity 

enlivens, stuplimity enervates. And while sublimity reveals people’s rational potential, 

stuplimity turns thought against the will and identity necessary to use reason by choosing 

principles to live by or projects to pursue. Stuplimity thus buries one’s sense of autonomy 

rather than revealing it, enslaving thought to churning cultural bric-a-brac rather than 

enabling it to transcend nature.33         

For cultural production to both respond to changing circumstances and do justice 

to the past, novelists must invest in particular structures from their Bildung, even if they 

toss them aside after finishing their work. In other words, a novel of pure dynamism or 

total formal integrity is not possible due to the recognition inherent in the form. A person 

undergoing the psychic disintegration described by Greenfeld cannot write a novel in the 

midst of it, only while reflecting on it afterward, in a more lucid period: “The radical 

difference between the artist and the schizophrenic is that in the case of the latter the 

autonomization of language [i.e. its total disregard for meaning or thematic coherence] is 

not willed . . . He [the disorganized schizophrenic] lacks intention” (170-171). Without 

                                                 
33 Charles Taylor’s description of Kantian sublime experience in A Secular Age (Cambridge, 

Mass., and London: Belknap P of Harvard UP, 2007), 8 offers a lucid contrast to stuplimity: “We have the 
power as rational agency to make the laws by which we live. This is something so greatly superior to the 
force of nature in us, in the form of desire, that when we contemplate it without distortion, we cannot but 
feel reverence (Achtung) for this power. The place of fullness [i.e. sublime experience] is where we 
manage finally to give this power full reign, and so to live by it. We have a feeling of receptivity, when 
with our full sense of our own fragility and pathos as desiring beings, we look up to the power of law-
giving with admiration and awe. But this doesn’t in the end mean that there is any reception from outside; 
the power is within; and the more we realize this power, the more we become aware that it is within, that 
morality must be autonomous and not heteronomous.” In sublime experience, receptivity is a means to an 
end, affirming human autonomy, while in experiences of feeling called to an authentic project, receptivity 
is an end in itself since it keeps the project responsive to the authentic person’s community.  
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delusions to organize it, schizophrenic speech rapidly cycles between different language 

games, resembling poetry produced by a computer programmed to recognize sonic 

resemblances between words rather than denotations and connotations. Hence novelists 

who depict schizophrenia need a lifeline to the cultures they belong to in order to avoid 

alienating readers entirely, i.e. in order to create patterns in which readers can recognize 

the intentions of an individual mind, rather than a random, private language.  

As we have seen, Watt relies on such a lifeline, namely perversion, both circling 

around rules – the inane systems of Mr. Knott’s estate – and caregivers and their charges 

attempting to engulf each other, as Mr. Knott does to Watt, thus disintegrating his speech. 

Without this perversion, we would not have Watt, a spirited response to the Joyce circle’s 

disappearance and the shame and distress of wartime France more generally. Hence 

paternal guilt and the internalized aggression by which it perpetuates itself provides a 

resource for literary production, even after the Holocaust, by distancing writers from 

another form of guilt with the potential to paralyze them, that of identification with the 

dead, which Beckett flirts with through his narrators longing for silence. Ciphering the 

voices of the dead does not add up to literature; some form of mediation by artistic 

choices is necessary.34         

                                                 
34 The literary work that comes closest to abandoning literature in favor of ciphering other 

people’s voices is Charles Renzikoff’s 1975 long poem Holocaust (Boston: Black Sparrow, 2007), which 
contains nothing but the words of survivors who testified at the Nuremberg trials and Adolf Eichmann’s 
trial in Jerusalem. Refuting critics who have denied the poem’s status as literature, Dan Featherston argues 
in “Poetic Representation: Reznikoff’s Holocaust,” Electronic Poetry Center, State University of New 
York at Buffalo (Dec. 2001), <http://epc.buffalo.edu/>, “Since the process of selection and combination are 
interpretive acts, no text is devoid of interpretation. If we expand the definition of interpretation to include 
form, Reznikoff interprets by installing line-breaks, as well as by numbering and grouping testimonies into 
subheadings (‘Deportation,’ ‘Invasion,’ ‘Research,’ etc.).” Hence Holocaust reflects artistic choices, 
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Sublimated aggression against one’s influences provides enough separation to 

retain the sense of others as others necessary for radical empathy, that is, “experiencing 

someone else’s experience as belonging to them” (Ratcliffe, “Phenomenology” 476, 

emphasis in original). In other words, openness to others entails recognizing the 

possibility space they inhabit, not just simulating their actual experiences, and attempting 

to mourn one’s influences as people ravaged by history need not preclude aggressive 

revisions of their work. In fact, taking account of their work’s forceful disclosure of 

possibilities by struggling against it recognizes the particularity of their dignity rather 

than abstracting it into obscurity or regarding them solely as sufferers. Since the shame of 

grief presents a barrier to innovation, it must be kept at a manageable distance, as in the 

masking of vulnerable affects in Watt and Texts for Nothing, which I discussed in the 

previous chapter.    

How It Is does not hold up as an allegory of either Holocaust survivor testimony 

or a memoir of schizophrenia, though it resembles both these forms in its concerns with 

traumatic memory and a disintegrated world. Indeed, having avoided the camps, Beckett 

writes from a position of privilege, as opposed to a survivor like Tadeusz Borowski, 

whose harrowingly realistic depictions of Auschwitz in his short story collection This 

Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen (1959) leave little room for aesthetic play given 

the imperative to witness. For writers with the personal resources to accomplish it, like 

though fewer than in most poems of comparable length. The restrained choices evidenced by the poem’s 
design attest to the strength of Reznikoff’s receptivity. As Featherston puts it in op. cit., “Reznikoff's 
Holocaust allows for the testimony to exist as an event in itself whereby the poet’s role is not to speak over 
the testimony, but to listen.”     



 
 

182 
 

distance from extreme trauma, sublimation offers just enough separation from historical 

violence to take stock of that violence’s implications for literary form, and, ultimately, for 

Bildung. Such targeted sublimation elevates conceptual violence into forms receptive to 

the future, “an inkling of the terms in which our condition is to be thought again” in 

Beckett’s words of 1945 (Complete 278), as opposed to the necessary but exhausting 

“moralistic frenzy” of repeating the experience via realism, as Borowski does (Copjec, 

Imagine 9). 

By preventing ethical desire from achieving its object, sublimation prevents 

ethical action from closing the distance from the ideas of the good that motivate it, thus 

collapsing the horizon of possibilities for relating to others. In How It Is, the act of 

expressing collective experience – “the voice of us all who all all those here before me 

and to come” (137) – functions as the idea of the good, but collective experience 

instantiates itself in an encounter with an embodied person with a voice rather than 

genealogies of multiple languages, as it does in Joyce. This shameful text honors high 

modernist artifice by aggressively reinventing it.  

In How It Is, Beckett responds to the Joyce circle with more forcefulness than 

Watt’s permutations and brief expressions of failed empathy afford. The later novel also 

relies on the imitation of symptoms, but of a more diffuse, affective nature that structures 

the whole storyworld. Yet the How It Is narrator’s mind has not disintegrated fully, as in 

“schizophrenic thought disorder [in] which . . . it is no longer the individual, but culture, 

which does the thinking” and “schizophrenic language, [in which] it is no longer the 
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individual, but the language, which speaks” (Greenfeld 169). To express the totality of 

collective experience, the narrator would have to dissolve and thus lose the ability to 

express anything, since “During acute psychotic episodes, schizophrenic patients . . . 

cannot be talked to—they are not there to be talked to” (Greenfeld 158). This situation 

puts the narrator in a shameful double bind. Through a brief comparison of Joyce’s 

mimicry of schizophrenia symptoms in a text that Beckett and Alfred Péron helped 

translate and promote, Finnegans Wake, and Beckett’s radically different approach to 

schizophrenia imitation, I will illustrate the careful balance of separation and 

intersubjectivity necessary for using literature to empathize with cultural trauma rather 

than simulating particular experiences of suffering.           

In the multilingual Finnegans Wake, the product of a confident high modernist 

ensconced in the world of interwar Paris, Joyce emphasizes polysemy at the expense of 

openness to the feeling of dwelling in a world. The text presents an archive of human 

meaning-making strategies and demonstrates the sublime possibilities inherent in a 

storyworld agglomerated from the ethos of many cultural worlds but recognizable by 

none of them. Beckett had ample reason for aggression against this text. 35 After the war, 

                                                 
35 Focusing on meaning rather than sensibility in Chronicles of Disorder, op. cit., 53-54, David 

Weisberg has identified Watt as an act of aggression against Finnegans Wake: “If, in Finnegans Wake, 
Joyce’s attempts to create a universal literary language had resulted in a polysemous code whose multiple 
meanings were accessible only to a small, highly educated coterie, in Watt Beckett created its mirror 
opposite: a language almost anyone could understand but that signified nothing. Watt is Beckett’s most 
meaningless book because in writing it he realized that the values of modernism—as he had experienced 
them in Paris, London, and Dublin of the interwar years—could no longer generate meaning of any kind.” 
While modernist values may have seemed that way to Beckett in the 1940s, the sentence makes Weisberg’s 
position on the issue unclear, though I assume that Weisberg, as a scholar of modernist literature, disagrees 
with the realization he attributes to Beckett. My undergraduates and I have found contemporary revivals of 
high modernist narrative structure meaningful and relevant, particularly Jennifer Egan’s novel A Visit from 
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Finnegans Wake continued to present an overdetermined cluster of both professional and 

personal anxiety. On the professional level, it represented a means of exploding novelistic 

form that differed from the disintegration of syntax and sensibility and the emptying of 

the storyworld characteristic of How It Is. On the personal level, memory linked it to 

Beckett’s work for the defunct Joyce circle, dissolved by illness and the Nazis.  

As Margaret McBride points out, Joyce had already drawn on schizophrenia 

symptomatology to create the primitive world of the Wake based on the knowledge of 

Emil Kraepelin, Eugen Bleuler, and Carl Jung’s theories he acquired in his attempt to 

understand Lucia’s illness (146-148). Finnegans Wake features hallucinatory noises and 

voices and a less widely known schizophrenia symptom called word salad, which goes 

beyond the dream work of condensing and displacing images by adding letters, 

scrambling words, replacing words with their etymologies, and creating puns, 

assonances, and neologisms, often multilingual ones (McBride 151-154). These 

symptoms further Joyce’s exuberant genealogy of European culture by giving him 

themes and techniques for creating a storyworld that embodies romantic primitivism 

(McBride 155-157).  
                                                                                                                                                 
the Goon Squad (New York: Anchor, 2011), which demonstrates the influence of Proust, James, Forster, 
Woolf, and Joyce. Colum McCann’s novel Let the Great World Spin, op. cit., features narrative structure, 
representation of the modern city, and historical irony clearly indebted to Woolf and Joyce. Many students 
have found McCann’s novel a meaningful meditation on trauma, memory, and community, especially as 
these issues relate to terrorism and mass shootings. See Joel Lovell, “Colum McCann’s Radical Empathy” 
New York Times 30 May 2013. Modernist narrative survives in non-parodic form, as it should since it 
unites fidelity to the lived experience of individuals with abstraction germane to representing the 
increasingly abstract socioeconomic structures in and through which more and more people live their lives 
as globalization reaches more areas of the planet. For a defense of such narrative’s relevance, see Jed Esty, 
Unseasonable Youth: Modernism, Colonialism, and the Fiction of Development (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford UP, 2012). For a justification of continued fidelity to modernism across the arts defined as a 
dialectic of realism and abstraction, see Gabriel Josipovici, What Ever Happened to Modernism? (New 
Haven and London: Yale UP, 2010).                         
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In How It Is, Beckett travesties this genealogical method. Rather than organizing 

an archive of cultural significance with playful rules, How It Is ruthlessly parodies it via a 

scribe named Krim and a witness named Kram who record their own despair with such 

notebook entries as “in grandpa’s notes the place where he wishes he were dead” (105) 

and “eighth of May Victory Day impression that he’s sinking” (107). Nazi Germany’s 

surrender makes no difference in this world since Krim and Kram lack the sense-making 

ability necessary to appreciate it, assigned as they are to multi-year terms witnessing a 

Sadian torture machine, restricted to a tiny circle of lamplight, and prohibited from 

helping the sufferers crawling in the mud: “forbidden to touch him we might relieve him 

Krim is all for it and be damned clean his buttocks at least wipe his face what do we risk 

no one will know you never know safer not” (107). Even when between periods of 

torture, the crawling characters feel pain, as the narrator emphasizes with the unsettling 

image, “in the rectum a redhot spike” / “dans le cul un pal ardent” (44-45).  

Kram, a thirteenth-generation witness, recalls “the great Kram the Ninth the 

greatest of us all” (107), whose greatness stems from designing a system of three 

notebooks, one for the sufferers’ movements, another for the snatches of speech the 

witnesses can barely hear from their stools above the mud, and another for the witnesses’ 

commentary, mostly reflections on their own genealogy and the tools of their trade, the 

lamps and notebooks, rather than the tediously slow crawling of the sufferers (105-109). 

Krim and Kram do not possess the receptivity necessary to empathize with schizophrenic 

experience or face stuplimity, and their self-protective notebook system further 
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disintegrates the sufferers’ already disorganized embodied experience. The Krim and 

Kram passage presents the production of language as forced, rather than exuberant – 

“must keep busy otherwise death,” Kram says (105) – and genealogy as a distraction 

from empathy.  

In fact, the whole scribe and witness conceit may be a series of hallucinations that 

the narrator uses to avoid the voice’s imperative to narrate since Krim accuses Kram of 

madness, and the narrator disavows the existence of both Krim and Kram: “that’s enough 

end of extracts yes or no yes or no no no no witness no scribe all alone and yet I hear it 

murmur it all alone in the dark the mud and yet” (109). In How It Is, disorganized worlds 

lead to compensatory hallucinations and delusions rather than the new forms of meaning 

that proliferate in Finnegans Wake, and the narrator dismisses the occasional allusion that 

crops up with ejaculations like “the history I knew” (41) and “the humanities I had” (35).     

How It Is represents schizophrenic experience in a much more embodied way than 

Finnegans Wake. In fact, the narrators of both Texts for Nothing and How It Is display 

symptoms of Cotard’s syndrome, the delusional experience of being dead, decaying, 

disembodied, or immortal, which afflicts both people with schizophrenia and those 

suffering from neurological damage. In a central irony of late modernism, Beckett uses 

guilty identification with the dead to harness paternal guilt about the Joyce circle’s 

disappearance into a forceful imaginative vision that helped keep modernism alive.  

Cotard sufferers experience their bodies as uncanny and drained of emotion, 

“oddly conspicuous and thing-like, somehow no longer animate or familiar,” since their 
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worlds no longer present meaningful projects or possibilities for relating to others 

(Ratcliffe, Feelings 178). A How It Is image reflects this view of Cotard’s as a severely 

diminished possibility space when the narrator struggles to find something to talk about 

in order to satisfy the voice’s compulsion to narrate: “a sack that will do the word the 

thing it’s a possible thing in this world so little possible yes world what more can you ask 

a possible thing see it name it name it see it enough now rest I’ll be back no alternative 

some day” (133). The narrator attaches a word to a nearby object, but his use of language 

is a compulsive mechanical exercise in a “world so little possible,” rather than 

communication between people who imbue their language with affect in response to each 

other, usually with some degree of spontaneity. While Beckett may or may not have 

heard of Cotard’s syndrome through his reading of Proust, who based the À la recherche 

du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time) character Professor Cottard on Jules Cotard, the 

Parisian neurologist who discovered the syndrome, Beckett’s writing demonstrates a 

sustained pattern of both exploring death-in-life states and imitating schizophrenia 

symptoms.36  

For example, the Texts for Nothing narrator refers to himself with a catalogue of 

metaphors resembling those used by Cotard patients, with particular focus on decay, 

deadness, and disembodiment: carrion for vultures (297), “ragdoll rotting” in his head 

                                                 
36 For an overview of Beckett characters who resemble Cotard patients as described in 

neuropsychological case studies, with particular attention to Beckett’s 1946 story “The Calmative,” Malone 
Dies, and The Unnamable, see Peter Fifield, “Beckett, Cotard’s Syndrome and the Narrative Patient,” 
Journal of Beckett Studies 17.1-2 (Fall 2007/Spring 2008): 169-186. My argument extends Fifield’s 
observation in op. cit., 184-185, that phenomenologies of mental illness in literature offer new strategies for 
considering the value of embodied experience as opposed to linguistic play divorced from subjectivity 
altogether.  
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(300), “a mere ventriloquist’s dummy” (321), a “heap of flesh, rind, bones and bristles” 

(318), a soul like “that of one dead . . . that of an infant dead in its dead mother” (312), a 

ghost haunting a graveyard (326), unborn souls and shambling corpses (329), “a voice 

without a mouth” (337), and memories transplanted by phantoms (312). Daniel Paul 

Schreber, too, demonstrates symptoms of this syndrome, but with the greater distance 

from them afforded by his paranoid delusions: “my body—transformed into a female 

body and, misconstruing the above-described fundamental tendency of the Order of the 

World—was then left to . . . [another] human being for sexual misuse and simply 

‘forsaken,’ in other words left to rot” (xvii, my emphasis). Since the Texts for Nothing 

narrator possesses no such delusional system to help himself feel more alive, his ideas are 

“dead with words, with excess of words” (329), and his words themselves are “lifeless” 

(336).  

In fact, the narrator starts to work out a phenomenology that resembles the 

experience of Cotard’s syndrome. After musing about his incoherent identity, he reflects, 

“What counts is to be in the world, the posture is immaterial, so long as one is on earth. 

To breathe is all that is required, there is no obligation to ramble, or receive company, 

you may even believe yourself dead on condition you make no bones about it, what more 

liberal regimen could be imagined, I don’t know, I don’t imagine” (308). Bad puns and 

sarcasm aside, the central irony here is that being-in-the-world requires communication 

and relationships with others, rambling and company, as Beckett’s late prose texts 

demonstrate via their rapprochement with relationality. The tone of Cotard patients’ 
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speech often flattens, and they lose the sense of dwelling in a world of shared 

significance, and thus the conditions of authentic living. World and earth do not mean the 

same thing. People dwell in worlds that matter to them, while things lie around on an 

earth which cannot manifest itself as theirs.  

This thing-like narrator lying in a quagmire has the acuity necessary to ask 

practical questions, but they have no urgency since he does not experience himself as 

alive, as a meaningful, accountable agent, hence the tired bitterness of his answer to the 

questions that begin Text 4:  “Where would I go, if I could go, who would I be, if I could 

be, what would I say, if I had a voice, who says this, saying it’s me?” (306). He 

concludes the text by musing, “. . . I wait for me afar for my story to begin, to end, and 

again this voice cannot be mine. That’s where I’d go, if I could go, that’s who I’d be, if I 

could be” (308). By the end of Text 4, the narrator no longer disavows his desire for a 

meaningful life. Life alone is not enough, it seems. The tone displays even more 

exhaustion than the ending of the poem in the Watt addenda, “that is of what / Watt will 

not / abate one jot” (376), since the comic energy necessary for wordplay has leached 

away, like the narrator’s body numbed by the cold wet peat he lies on (296-297). Texts 

for Nothing uses Cotard symptoms to present a perverse sublime: abstract reason and 

images that bleed into each other, thus creating a sense of hollowness and disgusting 

materiality rather than transcendence of powerful perceptions.   

Delusions of immortality play a small role in Texts for Nothing, but a major one in 

How It Is. While the Texts for Nothing narrator finds himself “down in the hole the 
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centuries have dug” and feels like he has lied there forever, he possesses no sense of 

historicity beyond that of his own life (296-297), with the exceptions of a few Paris 

landmark names (322-323), the “limply republican” Irish veteran he fantasizes about 

(304), and some recollection of the New Testament and Aristotle (314, 322). These 

images all function as bizarre objects like the Watt addenda due to their instability and 

the incoherent affects that accompany their presentation.  

The most sustained historical reflection in Texts for Nothing comes from the 

narrator’s vision of the apocalypse, which has happened elsewhere while he was waiting 

at the South-Eastern Railway Terminus just west of the sea. This station also features in 

Watt by functioning as the setting before Watt departs for Mr. Knott’s house and after he 

leaves it. We can presume that the Texts for Nothing narrator was waiting to go home for 

three reasons. First, the terminus functions as a transitional space between Mr. Knott’s 

house and elsewhere. Second, as a child in Dublin, Beckett took the train home to the 

Foxrock suburbs from the same station after school (Knowlson 48). Finally, the narrator 

recalls his “den, snug and dry,” and a “dwelling-place” (Texts 295-296). After deciding 

that the disparity between the silence around him and the noise of the station means that 

he cannot still be waiting there, he reflects, 

But not so fast, all cities are not eternal, that of this pensum is perhaps 
among the dead, and the station in ruins where I sit waiting, erect and 
rigid, hands on thighs, the tip of the ticket between finger and thumb, for a 
train that will never come, never go, natureward, or for day to break 
behind the locked door, through the glass black with the dust of ruin. That 
is why one must not hasten to conclude, the risk of error is too great. And 
to search for me elsewhere, where life persists, and me there, whence all 
life has withdrawn, except mine, if I’m alive, no, it would be a loss of 
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time. And personally, I hear it said, personally I have no more time to lose, 
and that that will be all for this evening, that night is at hand and the time 
come for me too to begin. (319, my emphases)  
 

This image presents an alternate reality in which Ireland did not remain neutral during 

World War II, or the Soviets made good on their threats to the North Atlantic, reducing 

Dublin to the rubble of another Saint-Lô.37 The image must also draw on Beckett’s 

memories of the 1916 Easter Rebellion against British rule, when the Dublin trains 

stopped running. Beckett’s father took him and his older brother to a hill in Foxrock to 

watch Dublin burn. Bill and Frank Beckett joked around with the crowd of onlookers, but 

“Sam later recalled the night with horror” (Cronin 35-36).38 Regardless of the image’s 

source, while Joyce immortalizes Dublin, Beckett demolishes it.39  

Yet the narrator does not demolish this image of absence. He accepts its shameful 

possibility rather than disintegrating the station into bizarre objects, and the station thus 

                                                 
37 The Luftwaffe had, after all, bombed Dublin in 1941, despite Ireland’s neutrality. The reasons 

for Germany’s bombing of a neutral country continue to be debated. For a recent overview of this debate, 
see Sean McMahon, Bombs over Dublin (Dublin: Currach Press, 2010).  

 
 38 On Beckett’s sardonic attitude toward the Irish Free State’s veneration of the rebellion (also 
known as the Easter Rising) and other tensions between the Free State and the United Kingdom, see Patrick 
Bixby, Samuel Beckett and the Postcolonial Novel (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2009), 84-
118.      
 
 39 Beckett may be reversing another Joyce image here, namely his call for Ireland to rise as a 
cultural center at the conclusion of his 1907 essay “Ireland, Island of Saints and Sages,” Occasional, 
Critical, and Political Writing, ed. Kevin Barry (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2008), 125-126: “It is 
well past time for Ireland to have done once and for all with failure. If she is truly capable of reviving, let 
her awake, or let her cover up her head and lie down decently in her grave forever . . . Ireland has already 
had enough of compromises, misunderstandings and misapprehensions. If it wants finally to put on the 
show for which we have waited so long, this time let it be complete, full, and definitive. But telling these 
Irish actors to hurry up, as our fathers before us told them not so long ago, is useless. I, for one, am certain 
not to see the curtain rise, as I shall have already taken the last tram home.” The Texts for Nothing narrator, 
a product of Beckett’s art of failure, cannot go home because the curtain went down on Ireland while he 
was waiting for the last train, which he seems to have missed. As Richard Ellmann points out in James 
Joyce, 2nd ed., (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 1982), 399-400, Joyce was writing Ulysses in Zurich 
during the Easter Rebellion and turned down a request to write an article about the uprising.   
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discloses a world, albeit a grim one. By tying his sense of self to the sublime vision of a 

city reduced to dust heaped on abandoned buildings, the narrator holds open the 

possibility that he remains alive and may one day rejoin other living creatures like 

himself, such as the Endgame characters, also holed up in a post-apocalyptic space near 

the sea, also wondering whether anyone else remains alive. Just what the narrator intends 

to begin remains obscure, but the search for himself indicates the rudiments of a romantic 

quest, and thus desire for dignity and self-understanding rather than life alone, and shame 

about his desire for silence. “Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate,” once again 

(Shakespeare 1944). Disabusing himself of nostalgia, he manages to keep the delusion of 

immortality at bay even as he continues rotting in wordshit, “for ever the same murmur, 

flowing unbroken, like a single endless word and therefore meaningless, for it’s the end 

gives the meaning to words” (320). Without an intention to communicate, express, or 

create guiding them, words lose their meaning, as in the speech of acutely psychotic 

people.          

The How It Is narrator pays more attention to the sense of time passing because 

unlike the stationary narrators of Malone Dies, The Unnamable, and Texts for Nothing, he 

moves constantly during the first two thirds of the novel, either crawling toward his 

victim, Pim, or torturing him. Hence his sense of empty time, which he notes via the oft 

repeated phrase “vast tracts of time” / “des temps énormes” (30-31), torments him, just as 

delusions of immortality do to Cotard patients. After contemplating seasons and holidays, 

he says, “I keep dying in a dying age . . . I’ve lashings of time centuries of time” (17), 
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and believes that the sack of canned food he carries around contains “all the suffering of 

all the ages” (47). The expanses of time the narrator experiences may, in fact, go on 

forever (132-133), a possibility that the narrator contemplates at great length in the 

parody of moral calculus that takes up most of part three.  

The temporal structure of the storyworld seems equal parts Dante’s Hell and an 

eschatology of reincarnation since the narrator conceives of a world where each victim 

gets to torment another exactly the same amount of times that he has been tormented 

“because of our justice” (161), like the Indian wheel of karma, which Beckett knew about 

from reading Schopenhauer, but with no chance of higher rebirth.40 In fact, the constant 

reversal of the tormentor/tormented roles, together with the bleeding together of character 

names caused by that reversal, sends up Joycean metempsychosis by narrowing its 

horizon. Whereas Joyce’s major character roles tend to move from peak to peak, from 

Homer to Shakespeare and beyond, Beckett narrows the gap between rebirths. In the 

most sustained historical vision in the novel, the narrator wonders whether he and his 

fellow sufferers will be reborn in the light world:  

way off on the right the tugging hand the mouth shut grim the staring eyes 
glued to the mud perhaps we shall come back it will be dusk the earth of 
childhood glimmering again streaks of dying amber in a murk of ashes the 
earth must have been on fire when I see us we are already at hand 
 
it is dusk we are going tired home I see only the naked parts the solidary 
faces raised to the east the pale swaying of the mingled hands tired and 
slow we toil up towards me and vanish 
 

                                                 
40 As James Knowlson points out in Damned to Fame, op. cit. 406, Beckett reread the Divina 

commedia a few months before writing Comment c’est.   
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the arms in the middle go through me and part of the bodies shades 
through a shade the scene is empty in the mud the sky goes out the ashes 
darken no | world left for me now but mine very pretty only not like that it 
doesn’t happen like that (39)       
 

Appropriately enough for an image that resembles inmates working in a concentration 

camp, crematorium firing away in the background, there are also echoes of an earlier 

manmade catastrophe here, namely Marlow’s description of the chain gang of emaciated 

Congolese in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, “‘rhythmically clinking’” as they walk (15), as 

well as the Congolese nearly worked to death: “‘They were dying slowly–it was very 

clear. They were not enemies, they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now, 

nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation lying confusedly in the greenish 

gloom’” (17). While the faces in the How It Is vision appear solidary, the storyworld does 

not make active solidarity possible. Beckett’s depiction of living death refuses to locate 

the characters at a “point of the earth” (39), just as Vladimir and Estragon cannot locate 

the dead voices they hear, which make a noise “Like ashes” (Godot 55), thus denying any 

direct allusion to the Holocaust while evoking it. By referring to his fellow sufferers with 

six-digit numbers, like those tattooed on the arms and chests of concentration camp 

inmates, the How It Is narrator does the same thing.     

Yet the novel does convey a sense of the Holocaust’s ethical force by evoking the 

questions, What if the Nazis destroyed their victims’ spirits as well, condemning them to 

an eternity of suffering? What if they salted the earth, denying the future the ability to 

feel shame and thus renew culture? Just how long will the effects of these atrocities 

reverberate? How much longer will genocide and torture continue? How It Is calls 
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readers to sit with questions like these, opening a space of reflection before they decide 

how to respond to catastrophes like the Holocaust throughout a history described as a 

steady ruination of sensibility: “abject abject ages each heroic seen from the next” /  

“abjectes abjectes époques héroïques vues des suivantes” (6-7).  

In addition to sending up Joycean metempsychosis, Beckett uses his narrator to 

announce both the end of modernism and its undead endurance by evoking a contrast 

between the Belle Époque that produced Mallarmé and Proust, Symbolism and 

Decadence, and the abjectes époques that both followed the Belle Époque and had 

engulfed it all along, unbeknownst to those who lived through it, in a massive historical 

irony. For all their anxieties, fin-de-siècle modernists could not have anticipated the sheer 

scale of the camps and their careful design for genocide, though as I mentioned in the 

introduction, European atrocities in Africa provided some precedent, if not one as 

willfully, systematically destructive of human lives as opposed to destructive of them as a 

means to the end of stealing resources.41 Since Europeans turned their treatment of 

Africans on each other a generation later, the plural form of abjectes époques is 

appropriate, especially as an ironic echo of the Belle Époque. The text further invites 

such a wide-ranging geographical reading with the narrator’s exclamation: “what lands 

all lands midnight sun midday night all latitudes all longitudes / all longitudes / what men 

all colours black to white” (109). Read as a response to the Holocaust, How It Is forestalls 

                                                 
 41 Granted, the Nazis’ plans to transform conquered Europe into a Neuordnung / ‘New Order’ 
centered on a pan-German state did involve colonization. However, these plans remain beyond the scope of 
my project.    
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nostalgia for World War II heroism by keeping the focus squarely on the shameful deaths 

of civilians.42          

 Committed as they were to the magnanimity afforded by either symbolic 

integration or relatively stable frame narrators, earlier modernist novelists were simply 

not equipped to ask such sensibility-shattering questions: not Conrad, and not Joyce. In 

its third and final part, How It Is starts to offer magnanimous positions from which to pity 

its characters, such as the narrator’s intimations of a Godlike figure, which implicates 

readers more directly than any other image in the novel. Yet the novel disintegrates each 

position soon enough:  

fallen in the mud from our mouths innumerable and ascending to where 
there is an ear a mind to understand a means of noting a care for us the 
wish to note the curiosity to understand an ear to hear even ill these scraps 
of an antique rigmarole 
 
immemorial imperishable like us the ear we’re talking of an ear above in 
the light  
 
and in that case for us days of great gaiety in that untiring listening to this 
unchanging drone the faint sign for us of a change some day nay even of 
an end in all honour and justice (177)  
 

This passage astonishes, situated as it is in a narrative of a disjointed body moving 

through a collapsing world, the uncanny humor and boring repetition of the narrator’s 

                                                 
42 The How It Is storyworld of tormentors and victims switching roles in an inane bureaucratic 

system resembles Communist terror as well, which often mimicked fascist methods, as Tony Judt details in 
Postwar, op. cit., 192: “. . . Romania was remarkable for the severity of its prison conditions and various 
‘experimental’ prisons; notably the one at Piteşti where, for three years from December 1949 through late 
1952, prisoners were encouraged to ‘re-educate’ one another through physical and psychological torture. 
Most of the victims were students, ‘Zionists’ and non-Communist political detainees.”  While Beckett 
probably knew nothing about this particular prison, he did address Communist repression in his short play 
Catastrophe (1982), dedicated to Václav Havel, a Czech dissident and playwright imprisoned by the 
regime at the time. See The Dramatic Works of Samuel Beckett, op. cit.   
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torture of a fellow sufferer, and ribald moral calculus that swells to dimensions of 

monstrosity that the Watt permutations can only suggest. Both the tone and the content of 

the narrator’s desired justice from above stands out from “our justice” below (161). 

Justice above restores dignity; justice below requires endless cycles of retribution.  

His paeans to justice above are charged with the vulnerability that comes from 

particularizing oneself by recognizing one’s desire, a moving echo of authenticity, while 

his references to justice below attack desire with anger and disgust, intensifying the 

affective masking of Watt and Texts for Nothing:  

the fuck who suffers who makes to suffer who cries who to be left in 
peace in the dark the mud gibbers ten seconds fifteen seconds of sun 
clouds earth sea patches of blue clear nights and of a creature if not still 
standing still capable of standing always the same imagination spent 
looking for a hole that he may be seen no more in the middle of this faery 
who drinks that drop of piss of being and who with his last gasp pisses it 
to drink the moment it’s someone each in his turn as our justice wills and 
never any end it wills that too all dead or none (How 173)  
 

The sufferers’ brief moments of intersubjectivity and desire to connect their experiences 

in the mud world to their experiences in the light world, their desire for a causal narrative 

that would enable shame, and via negativa, dignity, are liquefied with this vicious attack 

of expletives and urine, which makes a rare appearance in this passage and thus stands 

out.43 The narrator’s splitting attack disintegrates shame into a closed circuit of guilt 

embodied by the narrator drinking his own “piss of being” in order to produce it, in order 

                                                 
43 The How It Is narrator, op. cit., 83, does mention human urine one other time when he 

speculates whether the sufferers gain nourishment from “this mud by osmosis”: “the urethra perhaps after 
piss the last drop the bladder sucking in a second after all the pumping out certain pores too the urethra 
perhaps a certain number of pores.” This disgusting image, like many others in Watt, Texts for Nothing, and 
How It Is, masks vulnerability, in this case, the childlike scene of the narrator attempting to feed Pim “cod’s 
liver or suchlike” from one of the tins.     
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to drink it, etc. Recalling the affective mask of “the head and its anus the mouth . . . 

slobbering its shit and lapping it back off the lips” from Texts for Nothing (328), the 

narrator (or Pim) as autotelic urine factory relies on piss rather than shit since the world 

of How It Is has already drained shit of its shock value by absorbing it into the 

storyworld. The urine image takes on homophobic and anti-Irish connotations with the 

English word faery, thus echoing the resentful aggression against the Celtic Revival 

characteristic of Beckett’s early fiction, here more clearly marked as symptomatic of the 

narrator’s difficulty owning his shame.   

The narrator goes on to disavow his desire for dignity by dissolving it in his little 

theological system, coupling his intimations of divine justice to the conditions of the mud 

world: “. . . whose ear in these conditions the gift of understanding the care for us the 

means of noting what does it matter / whose his in charge of the sacks the sacks possible 

and food these words again the sack as we have seen” (177). With mounting horror, 

readers realize that the narrator implicates them in his vision of a force that sustains the 

world of torment: “. . . if we are to be possible our couplings journeys and abandons need 

of one not one of us an intelligence somewhere a love who all along the track at the right 

places according as we need them deposits the sacks” (181). If this world is indeed 

infinite, it would be better for those who dwell there to starve to death, yet the interest of 

readers and the implied author sustains it. As we have seen, empathy defined as passive 

simulation of another person’s experience has serious ethical limitations. As other critics 

of this form of empathy have pointed out, without principles of action motivating 
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engagement in it, empathy can function as “a pornographic indulgence of sensation 

acquired at the expense of suffering others” (Keen 147), a danger that How It Is 

thematizes through the uncanny humor of the earlier torture scenes.  

 While the high modernist novel promotes solidarity between implied author and 

readers over the heads of the characters, How It Is replaces the generous irony of this 

space with shame, ironic autonomy with failed authenticity. The novel pulls readers into 

its world by calling them to empathize with both tormentor and tormented, a structure 

reminiscent of the internalized aggression diagnosed in many Holocaust survivors after 

the war, but with the greater reflective distance afforded by fiction. In the last pages of 

How It Is, the narrator feels his tormentor approaching and begins punctuating his speech 

with yeses that travesty the conclusion of Ulysses, Molly Bloom’s famous affirmation of 

memory, the polymorphousness of sexual desire, and marriage, all key themes of Joyce’s 

novel. The How It Is narrator says yes to forgetting, yes to disavowal, and yes to his 

tormentor, who, apparently, steals his sack of food, as tormentors do in this world:  

all this business of sacks deposited yes at the end of a cord no doubt yes of 
an ear listening to me yes a care for me yes an ability to note yes all that 
all balls yes Krim and Kram all balls yes 
 
and all this business of above yes light yes skies yes a little blue yes a little 
white yes the earth turning yes bright and less bright yes little scenes yes 
all balls yes the women yes the dog yes the prayers yes the homes yes all 
balls yes  
[. . .] 
only me in any case yes alone yes in the mud yes the dark yes that holds 
yes the mud and the dark hold yes nothing to regret there no with my sack 
no I beg your pardon no no sack either no not even a sack with me no 
(191-193, my emphasis)     
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Rather than elevating the reader into the space of the author-god through symbolic 

integration beyond the awareness of the characters, the implied author addresses readers 

at the position of the tormentor bending over the narrator to carve him up, thus rewarding 

readers for finishing a tough novel with a kick in the teeth.44 In this sense, How It Is 

sends readers back to the sadomasochistic comedy of Murphy, thus reinforcing the 

cyclical temporality of the later novel by widening it to include Beckett’s entire career as 

a novelist, including the astonishingly direct expression of failure in the Watt addenda: 

“for all the good that frequent departures out of Ireland had done him, he might just as 

well have stayed there” (374).  

III. How It Is as Travesty of Leopold Bloom’s Atonement Fantasies  

 We need not read the place of How It Is in literary history only in terms of 

Beckett’s infernal series of protagonists decaying into each other. Reading it differently 

entails resisting Beckett’s preemptive contextualization of his own work, a strategy 

common among post-1945 artists.45 The scenes of torture seem written with Joyce in 

mind, the “Circe” and “Ithaca” episodes of Ulysses in particular. Since How It Is marks 

                                                 
44 The difficulty of reading the text with sensitivity to its nuances rather than its extremes echoes 

Beckett’s difficulty writing Comment c’est. According to James Knowlson, Damned to Fame, op. cit., 413, 
“He found out that he could face working on it for only two or three hours a day at the most; a dozen lines a 
day were an achievement, half a page almost a triumph.” This short novel thus took him eighteen months to 
write and revise.  

 
45 In Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard 

UP, 2012), 36, Sianne Ngai suggests that through producing series rather than individual works, “the artist 
in the modern culture of museums (and, we might add, university syllabi and literary anthologies) finds a 
way of controlling the implicit commentary externally conferred by the work’s anticipated ‘neighbors’ by 
supplying it with its own internal logic of betweenness.” Such series of literary works seem tailor-made for 
courses like ‘The Novels of Samuel Beckett’ and ‘August Wilson’s Century Cycle.’ While the single-
author approach has its merits, I prioritize understanding the social forces at work in representations of 
individual psychology over biographical concerns.    
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Beckett’s farewell to the novel form, which he had already made his mark on with the 

extreme insularity of the Trilogy, it makes sense that he would use his last novel to work 

out his relationship to his mentor’s sensibility.46 The sublime structure of guilt and 

atonement woven through these episodes is the main target of Beckett’s revision of 

Joyce, whose sensibility he drags into the stupefying repetition of Pim’s torture in part 

two of the novel. The other main target of Beckett’s irony is historical: Bloom’s 

alienated, self-hating Jewishness as Joyce’s interrogation of European nationalist 

Bildung, an important cause of the world wars. For Beckett writing after the Holocaust, 

the comedy of Bloom’s psychological homecoming as a Jewish man seemed a tragic 

fantasy, even as Beckett extended Joyce’s meditation on the suffering of European Jews 

to the post-Holocaust world.   

 The implied author of Ulysses positions rescuing Stephen from the threat of 

British soldiers as Bloom’s way out of the guilt that drives the fantasies of “Circe.” Both 

“Circe” and How It Is represent the psychology of desublimation through images of 

humans devolving into animals. “Circe” does so with the Homeric parallel of Odysseus’s 

men transformed into pigs by Circe’s enchantment and Bloom’s fantasy of being ridden 

and whipped by the society women he recalls flirting with. One of these women brings up 

a letter from Bloom asking her “to bestride and ride him, to give him a most vicious 

horsewhipping” (381), a fantasy externalized in the figure of “THE HONOURABLE 

                                                 
46 Beckett encountered several reminders of Joyce in the months before he began writing Comment 

c’est in December 1958, namely Hugh Kenner’s 1956 monograph Dublin’s Joyce (New York: Columbia 
UP, 1987) and a Zurich doctor who claimed “that Joyce died in his arms” after his botched operation, as 
Knowlson quotes Beckett in Damned to Fame, op. cit., 405.  
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MRS MERVYN TALBOYS,” who “stamps her jingling spurs in a sudden paroxysm of 

fury” and declares, “I will, by the God above me. I’ll scourge the pigeonlivered cur as 

long as I can stand over him. I’ll flay him alive . . . You have lashed the dormant tigress 

in my nature into fury” (381-382, italics in original). With Joyce’s exuberant neologisms 

and naturalistic dialogue, she pronounces Bloom “Pigdog and always was ever since he 

was pupped!” (382). For all Bloom’s protests that he just wants a good spanking “to 

stimulate the circulation,” Mrs. Bellingham calls for castration, and even vivisection 

(382).   

 The How It Is narrator takes Bloom’s fantasies of women yelling threats at him to 

a further extreme by carving words onto Pim’s body, first with his fingernail, then with a 

can opener. Just as Mrs. Talboys takes on her authoritative name in a sadomasochistic 

economy, so too do the How It Is narrator and his tormentor, probably named Bom: 

“BOM scored by finger-nail athwart the arse the vowel in the hole I would say in a scene 

from my life he would oblige me to have had a life the Boms sir you don’t know the 

Boms sir you can shit on a Bom sir you can’t humiliate a Bom sir the Boms sir” (75-77). 

In addition to sending up family honor as a ludicrous excuse for macho posturing, the 

moment of scoring Pim’s skin (while apparently recalling Bom scoring his own skin) 

transitions the torture section in the middle of the novel from uncanny slapstick humor, 

such as the mechanical “table of basic stimuli one sing nails in armpit two speak blade in 



 
 

203 
 

arse three stop thump on skull four louder pestle on kidney” (89),47 to an anguished tone 

as the narrator’s desire to communicate with Pim becomes more violent and intimate:  

YOUR LIFE ABOVE no more need of light two lines only and Pim to 
speak he turns his head tears in the eyes my tears my eyes if I had any it 
was then I needed them not now 
 
his right cheek to the mud his mouth to my ear our narrow shoulders 
overlapping his hair in mine human breath shrill murmur if too loud finger 
in arse I’ll stir no more from this place I’m still there 
 
soon unbearable thump on skull long silence vast stretch of time soon 
unbearable opener arse or capitals if he has lost the thread YOUR LIFE 
CUNT ABOVE CUNT HERE CUNT as it comes bits and scraps all sorts 
not so many and to conclude happy end cut thrust DO YOU LOVE ME 
(97) 
 

The dynamic of the couple quickly emerges. The tormentor desires the intimacy of the 

victim’s body and voice to make him feel connected to memories of the light world, and 

thus human, with the affective range that makes tears and laughter possible, as the 

narrator notes in part one: “. . . never a plaint an odd tear inward no sound a pearl vast 

tracts of time | natural order / suddenly like all that happens to be hanging on by the 

finger-nails to one’s species that of those who laugh too soon alpine image or speluncar 

atrocious moment it’s here words have their utility the mud is mute” (29, my emphasis).  

 Yet when that intimacy comes, true intersubjectivity derived from recognition of 

the victim’s face and voice as belonging to him proves unbearable, as evidenced by the 

narrator’s absorption of Pim’s tears into his own (“tears in the eyes my tears my eyes”) 

                                                 
47 The humor is clearer in Comment c’est, op. cit., 88 since the staccato sounds read more 

strangely in French, a more fluid language than English: “tableau des excitations de base un chante ongles 
dans l’aisselle deux parle fer de l’ouvre-boîte dans le cul trois stop coup de poing sur le crâne quatre plus 
fort manche de l’ouvre-boîte dans le rein.”   
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and forceful lowering of Pim’s voice, a more intimate version of the narrator’s absorption 

of paternal prohibition I discussed in the previous chapter. The memories that Pim 

communicates to the narrator, “a few images patches of blue” (79), allow him to “cling to 

species” (79), which he fears losing throughout the novel. While Bloom starts his journey 

in a world imbued with human significance and briefly descends into animality in a 

brothel, the How It Is narrator starts his in a “hog’s wallow” (89), with brief moments of 

human dignity wrested from another person. With its externalized unconscious, “Circe” 

is the exception to the rest of Ulysses, whereas in How It Is, the externalized unconscious 

is the rule, structuring the whole storyworld. Beckett normalizes Joyce’s excess, thus 

perverting Joyce’s perversion. 

Just as How It Is inverts and intensifies the storyworld of Ulysses, so too does it 

travesty its sublime structure. Joyce uses the courtly love conceit in “Circe” to represent 

Bloom’s cuckold fantasy of Molly, who appears as Mrs. Marion rather than Mrs. Leopold 

Bloom, thus erasing Bloom’s name and replacing it with the authority of her lover and 

concert manager, Blazes Boylan. Bloom unsuccessfully attempts to identify with Boylan 

as he stutters, “I can give you ... I mean as your business menagerer .. Mrs Marion ….. if 

you ….” (359, ellipses in original), with the Freudian slip indicating Bloom’s desires for 

a ménage à trois with Molly and Boylan, and to be degraded as part of the menagerie of 

animals on display in this episode, which he is when Boylan hangs a hat on his antlers 

before inviting Bloom to watch him “go through her a few times” (461-462). The gold 

coin gleaming on her forehead symbolizes Boylan’s authority because it echoes Bloom’s 
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musings about their affair in an earlier episode: “Ten bob I got for Molly’s combings 

when we were on the rocks in Holles street. Suppose he gave her money. Why not? All a 

prejudice. She’s worth ten, fifteen, more, a pound. What? I think so. All that for nothing. 

Bold hand: Mrs Marion” (302-303).48 While Bloom’s thoughts indicate that he is adding 

shillings (bobs) until he arrives at twenty to appraise sex with his wife at a pound (more 

than deflowering the ostensible virgin at the brothel costs), the animality of “Circe” lends 

his earlier thoughts the unconscious subtext of sizing up his wife’s flesh like the meat he 

so enjoys eating: ten or fifteen shillings per pound of Molly, an interpretation that makes 

the passage read more like a torture scene from How It Is than the interior monologue of 

Joyce’s endearing bumbler. In “Circe” itself, Bloom’s Orientalist fantasy of Molly 

dressed in elaborate Turkish garb beside a turbaned camel and scolding him in Moorish 

(Bloom’s fantasized version of Arabic or one of the Berber dialects of North Africa), 

together with the reference to British money, indicates that the values of the British 

Empire elevate Molly into the space of Mrs. Marion, the sublime lady forbidden because 

betrothed to another: “Her ankles are linked with a slender fetterchain” (359, emphasis in 

original). The monetary symbolism is reinforced by the fact that Boylan’s father sold 

cavalry horses to the British government during the Boer War (262), as Molly remembers 

(617).    

Because British imperial masculinity elevates women’s bodies into sublime 

objects, Bloom strikes back at his perverse enjoyment of Britain’s domination by 

                                                 
48 This connection, like the menagerer one, relies on Harry Blamires’s indispensable New 

Bloomsday Book (3rd ed., Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 1996), 163.   
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desublimating a crueler mistress, the madam Bella Cohen. Bella takes the courtly love 

conceit to absurd extremes because she dissolves its symbolism into naked aggression, 

thus revealing the power dynamics of sublimation. Animality descends into the demonic 

as Bella extends a goat’s hoof, which Bloom laces up before he and Bella’s genders 

reverse, complete with swapped prepositions and the changing of Bella’s name to Bello, 

and Bloom turns into a pig rutting for truffles, then a horse ridden by Bello. The latent 

cannibalism of Bloom’s thoughts about Molly manifest themselves with a guilty, 

masochistic change of object in Bello’s threat of slaughtering and eating Bloom. In a 

more durative act of degradation, Bello explains that Bloom, now named Ruby Cohen, 

“will be laced with cruel force into vicelike corsets” in preparation for serving as a 

prostitute by night and a maid by day (437).  

Together with Bello sitting on Bloom’s face and Bloom’s memories of grooming 

his backside with clippers while trying on Molly’s lingerie and fantasizing about being 

dominated by men, a likely source of Beckett’s vision of the How It Is narrator bent over 

Pim, can opener at the ready, begins to emerge from the Bello/Bloom scene. This line of 

influence reinforces my interpretation of How It Is as a response to the Holocaust since 

Bloom becomes more self-consciously Jewish when he transforms into a dominated 

woman by means of his dominatrix renaming him Cohen. Bello forces Bloom to work 

with threats of violence, and the How It Is narrator intensifies this dynamic by striking 

and scoring Pim to make him sing and speak. The narrator thrusting Pim’s face into the 

mud betrays the influence of Bloom “(goaded, buttocksmothered)” by Bello, causing 
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Bloom to shout, “O! O! Monsters! Cruel one!” (436, italics in original). While 

smothering Pim, the How It Is narrator denies being a monster:  

why mechanically why simply because it has the effect the thump on skull 
we’re talking | of the thump on skull the effect of plunging the face in the 
mud the mouth the nose and even the eyes and what but words could be 
involved | in the case of Pim a few words what he can now and then I am 
not a monster  
 
I am not going to kill myself demanding something beyond his powers 
that he stand on his head for example or on his feet or kneel most certainly 
not (81)   
 

The narrator only finds the excremental aspect of the mud repulsive in the course of 

dominating Pim, fantasizing that the mud is accumulated shit as he gets ready to torment 

him (65), just as Bloom, that bemusedly ardent devotee of the backside, only associates it 

with aggression in his fantasy.  

Bloom did not invent domination any more than the How It Is narrator did. Both 

characters derive enjoyment from channeling the power dynamics of their worlds through 

their bodies: the latent, gendered power dynamic in Joyce’s case, the manifest one, in 

Beckett’s, which elevates women into the light world rather than placing them in the 

hog’s wallow of the mud world. Hence Beckett inverts the gendering of Joyce’s 

storyworld by populating his desublimated space with men. The length and 

repetitiousness of the domination scenes in both novels make them rather boring on their 

own. Without the Homeric parallels and the rest of the expansive Ulysses storyworld to 

lend the Bella/Bello scene a role in developing Bloom as a character, the scene would 
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read like elaborate pornography, and the mechanical torture scenes in the second part of 

How It Is become wearying after a while.        

 Joyce and Beckett part ways in their solutions to this aesthetic problem. The 

sublime structure running through “Circe” and “Ithaca” allows Bloom to short-circuit the 

guilt that gives Bello power over him, while the closest thing to sublime structures that 

the storyworld of How It Is affords are brief but astonishing moments of shame and 

intersubjectivity interspersed among torture and moral calculus. Bloom’s weapons are the 

desublimation afforded by his ability to resist fantasy – the bourgeois horse sense that 

Beckett’s narrators tend to pervert – and the atonement structures of his dual Jewish and 

Christian heritages. After encountering the other half of the virgin/whore structure of 

masculine sublimation, the “beautiful immortal” nymph from the picture hanging above 

his bed, who appears in the guise of a “stonecold and pure” nun, Bloom puts two and two 

together as the other prostitutes joke about a cushion hot from one of them sitting on it 

(449). He remembers his love for the tactile aspects of Molly, “The warm impress of her 

warm form” (450), rather than the bodies of women as ciphers for the sadomasochistic 

economy of the British Empire and the masculinities it helps constitute. This is an 

important character moment for Bloom since it affirms his connection to the material 

world and forgiveness of Molly, particularly his memory of “her ample bedwarmed 

flesh” as an alternative to his apocalyptic vision of Palestine as “the grey sunken cunt of 

the world” (50), and the moment in “Ithaca” when he lies next to her, head to toe, and 

kisses “the plump mellow yellow smellow melons of her rump” (604), sending him and 
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Molly hurtling “through everchanging tracks of neverchanging space” with the rest of the 

planet, yet “At rest relative to themselves and to each other” in Joyce’s marvelous image 

of equilibrium (606).49  

To accomplish this affirmation of balance and touch, Bloom must drain Bello’s 

power by decoupling his fantasies from him, as he does after the statuesque nymph 

cracks to reveal the smells of a living body. Bloom declares Bello, now Bella once again, 

“Mutton dressed as lamb,” just another aging animal rather than a sublime object (452). 

Bloom thus goes through a form of psychoanalysis by confronting the perverse structures 

that prevent him from flourishing, and the novel’s Homeric parallels exalt psychoanalysis 

as one supporter of modern heroism, if a flawed one, as evidenced by his vengeful insults 

of Bella’s body after his return to reality. He has gained a greater sense of masculine 

agency, with both its benefits and its drawbacks.     

While I agree with Daniel Ferrer that Bello’s transformation back into Bella when 

Bloom disinvests in the madam and excoriates her aging body reasserts the male gaze 

(136), it remains important that Bloom’s traversing of his masochistic fantasy helps him 

come to terms with the materiality of the body, especially Molly’s. She ends up neither 
                                                 

49 Molly’s thoughts about the kiss in Ulysses, op. cit., 642 ironize the equilibrium of the “Ithaca” 
image, exemplifying Joyce the naturalist ironizing Joyce the tradition renewer: “if he wants to kiss my 
bottom Ill drag open my drawers and bulge it right out in his face as large as life he can stick his tongue 7 
miles up my hole as hes there my brown part.” In “Ulysses and History,” op. cit., 151, Jameson does not 
identify irony in Molly’s monologue, instead attributing “vitalist ideology” to its ending and stating his 
preference for the expansive scene of Bloom turning on the faucet in “Ithaca” as the novel’s final 
affirmation of “the transformation of Nature by human and collective praxis deconcealed.” As Hugh 
Kenner points out in Ulysses, op. cit., 149, 153, historicist critics should be wary of separating “Ithaca” and 
“Penelope” since Joyce worked on these episodes at the same time. In op. cit., 147, Kenner quotes Joyce’s 
statement that “‘I had sought to end [Ulysses] with the least forceful word I could possibly find . . . the 
word “yes”, which is barely pronounced, which denotes acquiescence, self-abandon, relaxation, the end of 
all resistance,’” hardly an affirmation of vitalism. As Kenner notes and I can confirm from living in Ireland 
for five months, “Irish voices do not rise to climaxes; to Anglo-American ears they throw climaxes away.”        
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virgin nor whore in “Ithaca,” but rather a gentle version of the sublime lady common in 

courtly love poetry, and, of course, the modern Penelope, faithful to her husband’s 

memory but enjoying her sexuality nonetheless. Bloom’s gender politics are far from 

radical, but he achieves freedom from paralyzing misogyny by working with the 

resources he has, using his street smarts and love of the material world to take advantage 

of the incoherence of modern patriarchy, premised as it is on two incompatible value 

structures that short-circuit each other when the nymph and nun merge: Greek 

idealization of erotic beauty and the Judeo-Christian virgin/whore binary bound up with 

sublimation.50 While Bloom lacks these concepts, his education in “the university of life” 

has given him enough practical wisdom to realize that his culture’s dominant views of 

women make no sense (Ulysses 558).  

That being said, I agree with Thomas P. Balázs’s argument that the agendas of 

politically minded literary critics and sexual fantasies tend not to coincide neatly because 

“the primary goals of people’s sexual fantasies are rarely so lofty as to be aimed at 

subverting – or for that matter shoring up – capitalism, the British Empire, and patriarchy 

generally. More often than not, psychoanalysis suggests, sexual fantasies are aimed at 

solving more local problems for the individual” (170). While such fantasies often include 

content and structures from the aforementioned institutions, Balázs rightly calls our 

attention to the mediation necessary between characters’ fantasies, on the one hand, and 

                                                 
 50 For an explanation of how Joyce uses Bloom’s shame to expose the psychology of gender roles 
in imperialist societies like 1904 Ireland, see Shelly Brivic, “Ulysses’ ‘Circe’: Dealing in Shame,” in Joyce 
through Lacan and Žižek: Explorations (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 143-160.   
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political commitments, on the other. Honoring the complexities of “Circe” requires 

reading Bloom not as a cipher for ideological discourse, but rather as a virtual person 

who uses the resources of his culture to make his life livable.51 In fact, as I have 

indicated, Bloom’s tendency to view women as such ciphers, rather than people, presents 

an obstacle he must overcome. While there are many interesting arguments for 

conceptualizing literature as a nominalist will-to-power against norms, Ulysses does not 

embody such a Foucauldian worldview, and Joyce’s relationship to Nietzsche seems to 

have been playful as opposed to the stern seriousness and political enthusiasm with which 

some critics of the aforementioned type present the implications of their work.52  

 Desublimation accomplished and breathing space in his culture’s gender norms 

acquired, Bloom confronts the personal roots of his guilt as he journeys deeper into his 

own subjectivity. Stephen’s smashing of the brothel’s chandelier and subsequent trouble 

with the British soldiers passing by the brothel, as well as the drunken delusions of 

                                                 
51 In James Joyce, Ulysses, and the Construction of Jewish Identity: Culture, Biography, and ‘The 

Jew’ in Modernist Europe (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 1996), 9-10, Neil R. Davison is 
correct when he argues that Bloom’s Jewishness both functions as an obstacle to establishing a livable 
masculine identity and a tool for doing so. In the social world, it remains an obstacle due to Rudy’s death 
and the anti-Semitism of Bloom’s fellow Dubliners, but in his fantasies and his home, it provides him 
enough sense of dignity to go on living, if not flourishing.   

 
52 Indeed, Nietzsche had a playful relationship to Nietzsche. For a consideration of the paradoxes 

inherent in attempting to adapt Nietzsche’s gadfly philosophy into an institutionalized research program, 
with Foucault’s career as the paradigm case, see Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral 
Enquiry, op. cit., 55. Regarding Joyce’s relationship to Nietzsche, Richard Ellmann points to a telling 
example of its playfulness in James Joyce, op. cit., 162:  “A card to George Roberts of July 13 [1904] asks 
for a pound and is signed ‘James Overman,’ an ironic allusion to Nietzsche on the order of Mulligan’s 
‘Toothless Kinch the Superman’ in Ulysses.” Neil R. Davison, op. cit., 112-126, gives a fine overview of 
Joyce’s relationship to Nietzsche’s ethics as they concern Bloom, arguing that Nietzsche influenced Joyce’s 
disdain for bourgeois nationalism, commitment to pan-European identity, and admiration for Jewish 
endurance of persecution. Such influence studies make more sense than hyperbolic attributions of political 
agency to literary texts. For a critique of such attributions, see Amanda Anderson, The Way We Argue 
Now: A Study in the Cultures of Theory (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2006).  
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grandeur that fuel it, keep Bloom rooted in reality after his last fantasy until the end of the 

episode, enabling and watching Boylan’s sex with Molly. Bloom’s final fantasy, his dead 

son Rudy as he might have looked had he lived beyond his first year, brings his structure 

of guilt and sublimation full circle since his father, Rudolph senior, chastises him just 

before the appearance of Mrs. Marion in Turkish costume. Rudolph makes the 

repetitious, patriarchal nature of Bloom’s guilt clear when he feels his face in a scene 

reminiscent of Isaac feeling his usurping son Jacob’s in Genesis: “Are you not my son 

Leopold, the grandson of Leopold? Are you not my dear son Leopold who left the house 

of his father and left the god of his fathers Abraham and Jacob?” (357). The biblical 

scope of Bloom’s guilt narrows to a particular incident, when he ruined his suit falling 

into the mud while out running with harriers as a boy.  

The appearance of eleven-year-old Rudy after Bloom saves Stephen from the 

soldiers clarifies the guilt structuring Bloom’s fantasies. Stephen atones for Rudy’s death, 

of course, but Rudy’s death ties into the patriarchal guilt set in motion by his 

grandfather’s suicide, highlighted by the yellow poison that streaks Rudolph’s face in 

“Circe.” Bloom’s idealistic image of Rudy compensates for disappointing his own father, 

from the bejeweled Eton suit that reverses Bloom’s muddy Oxford suit to Rudy’s dutiful 

study of Hebrew (497), the opposite of Bloom’s disrespect for his father’s Jewish 

heritage, which makes him feel guilty whenever he thinks about Rudolph’s suicide note 

(595). 
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 In fact, Rudolph’s suicide, magnified by the death of Rudy, his namesake and 

Bloom’s means of atonement for his death, underlies Bloom’s guilty fantasies, as Daniel 

Dervin has pointed out.53 I depart from Dervin, however, in attributing the root cause of 

Bloom’s masochism not to avoiding his Oedipal guilt, but to avoiding the traumatic 

shame that lies behind that guilt. This interpretation relies on Tomkins’s view that bodily 

drives are not usually the primary sources of affect (100-101). Rather, they become the 

primary motivators only when social life declines, as Bloom’s certainly has due to his 

alienation from his family exacerbating the alienation from his fellow Dubliners caused 

by their anti-Semitism and insensitivity, and vice versa in a vicious circle of shame. The 

deaths of Rudolph and Rudy occupy central places in this pattern of alienation, but they 

do not determine it.  

Investing in patriarchal laws, whether those of the British Empire or Jewish and 

Christian traditions, allows Bloom to avoid the shame of grieving a loved one who killed 

himself. Like many others left behind by suicide, Bloom interprets his father’s act as a 

sign of his own inadequacy as a son since Rudolph did not love him enough to endure the 

illness that motivated his suicide, or so it seems to his devastated son. The contrast 

between the title of Rudolph’s note, “To My Dear Son Leopold,” and its selfish content 

manifests the split concepts characteristic of shame (595, italics in original). Bloom must 

not have been so dear to him, it seems, since with the death of Bloom’s mother, Rudolph 

writes in his immigrant’s English, “all for me is out,” as if Bloom has no value (595). The 

                                                 
53 See Daniel Dervin, “Bloom Again: Questions of Aggression and Psychoanalytic 

Reconstruction,” American Imago 47 (Fall-Winter 1990): 249-269. 
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phrases from the letter that Bloom remembers also indicate that his father’s suicide 

caused him to feel inadequate: “No more pain. Wake no more. Nobody owns” (80). If 

Bloom had no purchase on his father’s will to live, the logic goes, then he must not have 

mattered to Rudolph very much, and Rudy’s death magnifies Bloom’s feelings of 

inadequacy as a son into inadequacy as a man, thus strengthening the ties between 

Bloom’s identity and shame.  

The most important question Bloom’s fantasies pose to his father is not the 

Freudian ‘Will you punish me?’, but rather, in the words of the How It Is narrator, “DO 

YOU LOVE ME” (97). Rudolph’s suicide note keeps reminding Bloom that the answer is 

No, or at least, not enough during his painful illness to remain with his son. The fact that 

his grandfather Lipoti, whose name Bloom carries just as Rudy carried Rudolph’s, 

appears in “Circe” to blaspheme Catholicism, Bloom’s religion by marriage, reinforces 

my view that Bloom uses guilt to avoid his shame. Rudolph his father and Rudy his son 

having died in traumatic circumstances, Bloom’s identity unravels into the accusing 

ghosts of the past, from his namesake grandfather all the way back to the Hebrew 

patriarchs.      

While its threads run through the whole novel, this dynamic of perverse guilt as 

avoidance of shame becomes most vivid when Mrs. Marion appears just after Rudolph 

confronts Bloom about ruining his suit, thus displacing the source of his shame onto his 

cuckoldry by Molly and Boylan, which he can gain a sense of control over via fantasy. 

Bloom’s lack of sexual fulfillment, then, derives much of its force from avoiding the 
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shame of grief by internalizing patriarchal guilt structures, projecting them onto the 

bodies of women, and fantasizing about being dominated by them, thus enjoying his 

shame through the mediation of guilt rather than confronting its source.54 

Unexpressed shame, rather than repetition compulsion, fuels Bloom’s masochistic 

fantasies; patriarchal guilt functions as a convenient channel for his shame, not a 

determinant of his fantasy life, which is rich and varied. Non-sexual affects often take 

primacy, and sexual fantasy gets grafted onto them because masturbation, or, in the 

Dublin of 1904, prostitution, provides a readily available outlet for expressing them 

indirectly (Tomkins 101). In such cases, circulating enjoyment through the drives 

substitutes for achieving goals which cannot be realized in public life. For Tomkins, 

“there is no limit to the remoteness with which any affect may be expressed if its direct 

and open expression is jeopardized” (102), as in Bloom’s shame of grief, displaced into 

his erotic fantasy life because his peers provide him no public outlet for expressing it. 

Instead, they treat suicide with contempt both at Paddy Dignam’s funeral and Barney 

Kiernan’s pub (423-425, 79-80, 275). In “Ithaca,” we learn that Bloom has a habit of 

keeping at bay his late-night fears of committing “homicide or suicide during sleep by an 

aberration of the light of reason” by fantasizing about schemes for getting rich, from 

54 Relying on Jessica Benjamin’s argument that a healthy sense of self necessitates mutual 
recognition, that is, repeated acts of egalitarian mothering throughout the lifespan, Thomas P. Balázs, 
“Recognizing Masochism,” op. cit., 184-185, argues that “Bloom’s fantasies of suffering physical torments 
at the hands of women may be seen as attempts to maintain a bond with them that he does not feel capable 
of maintaining through equality or assertiveness.” My emphasis on Bloom’s broken chain of patriarchal 
identity and Balázs’s on failed intersubjectivity need not be mutually exclusive, as I demonstrated with 
Watt in the previous chapter. While Balázs’s critique of the overemphasis on Freud and Lacan in 
psychoanalytic literary criticism is welcome, Lacan provides the most efficient route from Bloom’s 
fantasies to my concerns with the fate of autonomy and the sublime in modernist fiction.  
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winning big at horse races, to finding precious stones and rare stamps, to receiving grants 

from wealthy benefactors, to designing the most effective advertisement the world has 

ever seen, all in the service of purchasing Flowerville, the imaginary estate of a 

gentleman farmer located about a mile outside Dublin (585-592).  

By identifying with the Protestant planter class, Bloom disassociates himself from 

Rudolph’s Jewishness, which may have prevented Rudolph from developing enough 

bonds with his fellow Dubliners to tip the scale in favor of living with his illness rather 

than poisoning himself. At the end of his fantasy of cultivating Flowerville, Bloom also 

elevates himself above his unwelcoming Catholic peers and Boylan by imagining 

dispensing British justice against “all orotund instigators of international persecution, all 

perpetuators of international animosities, all menial molestors of domestic conviviality, 

all recalcitrant violators of domestic connubiality” (588). Since identifying with his father 

proves too distressing outside the dream world of “Circe,” Bloom displaces the paternal 

law onto the British crown. Flowerville, with its 999-year lease, provides Bloom the 

sense of geographical and social stability his ancestors lacked, demonstrated by the 

contrast between his fantasy and his memory of his father explaining the Virag family 

wanderings while the 6-year-old Bloom consults a map to follow his story: “a 

retrospective arrangement of migrations and settlements in and between Dublin, London, 

Florence, Milan, Vienna, Budapest, Szombathely” (595). Flowerville also cements 

Bloom’s paternal name as a Gentile one and stabilizes it after its second Anglicization, 
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from Virag to Bloom to Flower, thus directly reversing Bloom’s Judaizing degradation in 

“Circe,” from Bloom to Virag to Cohen.   

Bloom’s psychoanalysis in “Circe,” it seems, has sublimated his aggression out of 

the brothel and into the pastoral space of Flowerville, thus providing him more breathing 

room from that aggression. Such breathing room is all that psychoanalysis promises, 

though the catechist ironizes psychoanalysis by implying that Bloom’s sleepiness also 

contributes to the taming of his fantasies. Regardless of Joyce’s muted skepticism, 

psychoanalysis brings Bloom to the point where the parental sources of his problems end 

and the social ones begin. While he knows that his self-improvement schemes are “so 

difficult of realisation,” Bloom fantasizes about such narratives of the good life every 

night to help him sleep (591). He would probably rest easier if he mattered to someone 

other than Molly and his daughter Milly, or trusted Molly enough to confide in her, or if 

his fellow Dubliners behaved with the acceptance and cosmopolitanism he and Joyce 

hoped they could develop.  

Granted, Bloom does not remember the unconscious scenes from “Circe.” With 

keen sensitivity to the exceptions Joyce makes to the rules of his storyworld, Hugh 

Kenner points out that Bloom’s expenses at the brothel, including his large payment for 

the chandelier Stephen smashed, are not listed in the otherwise exhaustive budget for 

June 16, 1904 contained in “Ithaca,” and a few “Circe” scenes must come from the 

novel’s collective memory rather than Bloom’s unconscious alone:  

The ‘objectivity’ of ‘Ithaca’ is as fraudulent as the ‘depth psychology’ of 
‘Circe.’ Yet Bloom at the end of ‘Circe’ seems a changed Bloom, 
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courageous, ready of mind. Like a psychoanalysis without an analyst – 
apparently what Joyce understood by ‘catharsis’ – ‘Circe’ ’s rummaging 
amid the roots of his secret fears and desires has brought forth a new self-
possession, and the man who lost his head at the Citizen’s [anti-Semitic] 
taunts [in Barney Kiernan’s pub] and had to be whisked off amid jeers, 
pursued by a mangy dog and a flying biscuit-box, has managed Stephen’s 
assailants with aplomb. (Ulysses 127)      
 

I find Kenner’s commentary on Ulysses essential reading not only because of his eye for 

anomalies, but also because he clarifies how these anomalies point to the novel as an 

open system rather than a deterministic one (149-157). Within its storyworld, Ulysses 

gives us no clear explanation for Bloom’s traversal of the masochistic fantasies that 

threaten to constrain him in the stereotype of the self-hating Jew. Rather, the implied 

author gives us resources to invent an explanation in an act of co-creating the episode’s 

dream work, which we can do by reversing Kenner’s contrast of the two episode endings, 

“Cyclops” and “Circe,” into a comparison.55  

 At the ending of “Cyclops,” Bloom is spirited away by divine agency to the extent 

that we allow the gigantism of Joyce’s style a mimetic aspect in addition to its ambivalent 

parody: “And they beheld Him even Him, ben Bloom Elijah, amid clouds of angels 

ascend to the glory of the brightness at an angle of fortyfive degrees over Donohoe’s in 

                                                 
 55 In “Ulysses and History,” op. cit., 140, Fredric Jameson mentions  similar openness to co-
production of meaning by readers only to dismiss it as irrelevant: “A long experience of the classical 
modernisms has finally taught us the bankruptcy of the symbolic in literature; we demand something more 
from artists than this facile affirmation that the existent also means, that things are also symbols” (my 
emphases). Jameson’s us and we are too rarefied for my tastes. Many readers of Ulysses continue pursuing 
meaningful identities, and as I can attest from teaching it to undergraduates, the novel continues to help 
readers expand and dynamize their identities by staging playful encounters between the Greco-Roman and 
Judeo-Christian traditions that still inform the Bildung of many students. I am willing to risk the intentional 
fallacy by speculating that Joyce would approve of such readings.      
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Little Green street like a shot off a shovel” (283).56 Jehovah helps Bloom escape after he 

has confronted the jingoistic bullies at the pub with his act of parrhesia (candid speech) – 

“Your God was a jew. Christ was a jew like me” (280) –  like Elijah confronting King 

Ahaziah for seeking counsel from pagan gods rather than the God of Israel before God 

whirls Elijah up to heaven in a flaming chariot, thus leaving Ahaziah’s pursuing soldiers 

in the dust. At the conclusion of “Circe,” Bloom discovers autonomy, but if not by 

undergoing psychoanalysis for many years, then how? Another Odyssey allusion best 

explains it while preserving the spirit of the episode. Just as Hermes gives Odysseus the 

herb moly, which enables him to resist Circe’s spell, so too does the author-god 

superintending Ulysses give Bloom years of analysis condensed into one night. 

Psychoanalysis entails working through bestial transformation rather than avoiding it 

altogether, as Odysseus does thanks to the herb’s magic and the absence of depth 

psychology characteristic of Homer’s world.57  

 This explanation, Hermes bringing Bloom images from his unconscious, has an 

additional apotheosizing function: connecting “Circe” to “Cyclops” and thus to one of 

                                                 
 56 As Kenner points out in Ulysses, op. cit., 121-127, “Circe” dissolves the distinction between 
style and mimesis that earlier episodes made available. I agree with Kenner that distinguishing between 
stylistic flourishes and mimetic reality remains one of the least interesting ways to read Ulysses except 
when trying to make sense of the plot, setting, and character experiences on the first read. Once we have 
figured out ‘what’s really going on,’ the novel invites us to play with its levels of reality provided we know 
the text well.   
 
 57 The author-god compressing time to psychoanalyze Bloom echoes the implied author of Charles 
Dickens’s Christmas Carol (1843) using ghosts to iron out Scrooge’s character flaws, also in just one night. 
Freud might have diagnosed Scrooge with megalomania, now called narcissistic personality disorder, rather 
than the extreme masochism characteristic of Bloom. As I hope I have helped demonstrate, Kenner is spot-
on about the open-endedness of Ulysses. On Homer’s lack of depth psychology, see Erich Auerbach, 
“Odysseus’ Scar,” in Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, fiftieth-anniversary ed. 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton UP, 2003), 3-24  
  



 
 

220 
 

Joyce’s favorite poets, William Blake, via their common biblical allusion. With the 

ending of “Cyclops,” Joyce transplants the New Jerusalem from England to Ireland, 

foreshadowing the “new Bloomuselam” of “Circe” (Ulysses 393). As Blake exclaims, 

with Joycean modfications added by me: “I will not cease from Mental Fight, / Nor shall 

my Sword sleep in my hand: / Till we have built Jerusalem, / In Englands [Ireland’s] 

green & pleasant Land.” (95-96, strikethrough mine).58 The allusion to greenness from a 

poem whose author never set foot in Ireland indicates that Bloom, the son of a Jewish 

immigrant, is more committed to transforming Ireland into a better homeland than those 

whose families have lived there for many generations but remain so insecure about their 

Irish identity that they feel the need to prop it up by harassing ethnic others like Bloom. 

Bloom’s psychoanalysis in “Circe” is forceful enough to bleed backward into other 

characters.     

Yet true to the ambivalent ethos of Ulysses, “Ithaca” brings ben Bloom Elijah 

back down to earth. Perhaps Bloom’s most pathetic attribute is the gap between his vivid 

fantasies and his slim chance of realizing them as a middle-aged man of modest means, 

which he justifies by considering himself an everyman: “As a philosopher he knew that at 

the termination of any allotted life only an infinitesimal part of any person’s desires has 

been realised” (591). The catechists’s inflated language makes Bloom’s rationalizations 

all the more pitiful. In “Circe,” it remains much easier for Bloom to organize his affects 

with patriarchal laws than to face his feelings of uselessness and tenuous hold on a sense 

                                                 
 58 For the whole poem, see Blake’s preface to Milton (1804) in The Complete Poetry and Prose of 
William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman, newly revised ed. (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, and 
Auckland: Anchor, 1988), 95-96.    
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of dignity and belonging. Bloom as fantasizer resembles Sam, the narrator of Watt, with 

his jibes at the disgusting bodies of Irish servants disavowing the strength of his desire to 

help Watt and understand his experience. Both characters derive comic mastery over Irish 

Catholics by assuming the gaze of enlightened Protestants: Sam, through the grotesque, 

Bloom, through the pastoral magnanimity of Flowerville.  

Disavowed Jewishness aside, in “Ithaca,” Bloom comes closer than Sam to 

recognizing his desires, and he does so with admirable but pitiable resignation, followed 

by a more subdued return to the fantasies of “Circe” after he places one of his erotic pen 

pal Martha Clifford’s letters in a drawer and consoles himself by recalling the women 

who admired him that day: “The possibility of exercising virile power of fascination in 

the not immediate future after an expensive repast in a private apartment in the company 

of an elegant courtesan, of corporal beauty, moderately mercenary, variously instructed, a 

lady by origin” (594). Bloom remains the Anglicized Henry Flower named on Martha’s 

letter. The sublime lady makes a brief encore before Bloom comes across his father’s 

effects in another drawer, which replace his genteel fantasies, compartmentalized as they 

are in the first drawer, with more guilt about disrespecting Jewish law. By encountering 

his birth certificate, Henry Flower becomes Leopold Paula Bloom; by encountering the 

newspaper entry about his father’s name change, Leopold Bloom becomes the son of 

Rudolf Virag, de-Anglicizing him and removing his fantasized social status (594).     
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The fact that Bloom’s fantasies include the Bloom-as-everyman conceit bespeaks 

the anxieties underlying Ulysses as an ethical project.59 Just as the novel provided 

moments of decency in a needlessly bloody century, so too does Bloom’s rescue of 

Stephen lend Bloom a moment of dignity shorn of the pity and bemusement with which 

the novel usually deflates the admiration for him it solicits from readers. With its logic of 

rending and repairing Bloom’s sense of self, “Circe” represents the low point of his 

autonomy over the stylistic paces that the author-god puts him through.60 In this episode, 

Bloom more closely resembles Job tormented by Jehovah than Odysseus tormented by 

Poseidon because of the systematic, perverse nature of the trials the implied author 

inflicts on his character. Bloom’s identity pings all over the patriarchal structures 

embedded in Western culture before he gets caught in the webs of value woven 

throughout the earlier episodes.  

This logic of degradation before exaltation, radical heteronomy leading to 

autonomy, comes from Kant filtered through Freud, thus providing the clearest 

synecdoche of the novel’s concern with autonomy.61 The exceptional clarity of Alenka 

                                                 
59 Indeed, the critical commonplace of Bloom as everyman not only ignores these interwar 

anxieties about the cultural value of Ulysses, but it also papers over the centrality of Jewishness to Bloom’s 
quest for dignity and belonging, as Neil R. Davison points out in James Joyce, op. cit., 187: “When Joyce is 
praised for representing in Bloom the alienation of ‘the modern everyman,’ Bloom’s Jewish identity is 
acknowledged yet made irrelevant to detailed political and cultural concerns in one stroke.”     

 
60 On the parallels between Joyce’s creativity and Jehovah’s, see Sheldon Brivic, Joyce the 

Creator (Madison, Wis.: U of Wisconsin P, 1985).     
 
61 For an overview of Freud’s reliance on Kant for his metapsychology, see Bettina Bergo, 

“Psychoanalytic Models: Freud’s Debt to Philosophy and His Copernican Revolution,” in The Philosophy 
of Psychiatry: A Companion, ed. Jennifer Radden (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2004), 338-350.   
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Zupančič’s synthesis of Kantian and psychoanalytic ethics makes it worth quoting at 

length:    

The [Kantian] subject cannot choose herself as divided subject without 
having first experienced her own radical pathology. In other words, the 
subject cannot choose herself as a (free) subject without first journeying 
through the territory constituted by the postulate of determinism, or the 
postulate of ‘de-psychologizing’, which supposes the existence of a 
coherent and ‘closed’ chain of causes of the subject’s actions that 
completely exhausts their motives and significance. The subject first has 
to reach the point where it becomes impossible to articulate statements 
such as ‘I act’, or ‘I think’. Passage through this impossible point of one’s 
own non-being, where it seems that one can say of oneself only ‘I am not’, 
however, is the fundamental condition of attaining the status of a free 
subject. Only at this point, after we have followed the postulate of 
determinism to the end, does the ‘leftover’ element that can serve as the 
basis for the constitution of the ethical subject appear. (Ethics 32, 
emphases in original) 
 

In other words, only the sublime dissolution of the subject, whether in the analytic 

session or the rupturing of aesthetic judgment, makes autonomy possible. The subject 

must come to grips with the material supplement of his freedom, whether the stupid 

repetition of his language – such as Bloom’s investment in the series Leopold, Rudolph, 

Leopold, Rudolph – or the limits of his sensibility, like Bloom nearly torn apart by the 

maenads of his fantasies, in order to manifest that freedom in practical life. Bloom thus 

overcomes his last man characteristics, at least for a time. Zarathustra prophesies the last 

man by announcing, “Beware! The time of the most contemptible human being is 

coming, the one who can no longer have contempt for himself” (Zarathustra 9). Bloom’s 

experiences in “Circe” have affirmed his capacity for learning from his self-contempt and 

self-disgust: that is, accepting his shame by working through his perversion.         
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Having come to grips with the forces determining his actions, Bloom 

demonstrates his freedom from masochistic enjoyment by rescuing Stephen. Though 

identifying with British power keeps Bloom’s shame at a bearable distance, he does not 

allow his fantasies to prevent him from saving Stephen from British soldiers. Fantasies of 

degradation provide Bloom a source of catharsis, but only up to a point. Had he remained 

under Bella’s spell, enabled by patriarchal guilt, he would have missed an opportunity to 

prevent harm befalling Stephen in the real world, Private Carr wringing “the bastard 

fucker’s bleeding blasted fucking windpipe!”, thus magnifying Bloom’s shame further 

(490).  

Instead, after his brief moment of autonomy, Bloom’s fantasy structure 

reconstitutes itself around Stephen in “Ithaca” through the logic of atonement, which 

manifests itself in Bloom welcoming Stephen into his home as a surrogate son, the Isaac 

missing from Rudolph’s series of Hebrew fathers, Abraham and Jacob. Only through this 

repaired value structure can Bloom and Stephen achieve the sublime vistas of “Ithaca,” 

most notably the cosmic view of their own lives that enables Bloom to elevate the shame 

of a fatherless son, sonless father, and cuckolded husband into the shame common to all 

humanity, that of the “parenthesis of infinitesimal brevity” that constrains our theater of 

actualizing our potential to “the years, threescore and ten, of allotted human life” (573). 

Here, Joyce draws on a common source of sublime experience, death, and the logic of 

selflessly rescuing Stephen leading to the stars exemplifies Kant’s famous statement 

about feeling the dignity of one’s existence, shorn of particulars: “Two things fill the 
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mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, the more often and steadily 

one reflects on them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me” 

(Practical 269, emphasis in original). This moment in Ulysses, like this early formulation 

of the sublime in The Critique of Practical Reason (1788), purges Bloom’s animal 

sensuality and buffoonish personal idiosyncrasies, thus temporarily lending him tragic 

dignity. In other words, for this moment, Bloom briefly becomes everyman, rather than a 

self-hating Jew fantasizing himself as a Protestant, and merits our unqualified admiration.     

Yet Joyce does not sustain this Kantian vision. Stephen transforms from a fellow 

human whom Bloom, as an autonomous agent, has a duty to save, into a source of 

consolation for Rudy’s death. In retrospect, this transformation via fantasy renders 

Bloom’s act authentic, rather than autonomous, because Bloom comes to feel that he 

rescued Stephen as a particular person, a bereaved Jewish father, rather than everyman, a 

universal subject. Hence Bloom descends into a comic character once more, though the 

reader’s knowledge of the shame motivating Bloom’s buffoonish characteristics 

combines that laughter with tragic pity more seamlessly now than at any other point in 

the novel. Joyce’s hymn to the constellations and the scientists who studied them 

transitions into the strained associations Bloom uses to universalize Rudy’s death through 

his contemplation of the stars’ movements linking the births of himself, Stephen, and 

Rudy in language full of qualifiers as he considers, with ridiculous but sympathetic 

pomposity, the similarities between the heavens at Shakespeare’s birth and his own: 

. . . a star . . . of similar origin but of lesser brilliancy which had appeared 
in and disappeared from the constellation of the Corona Septentrionalis 
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about the period of the birth of Leopold Bloom and of other stars of 
(presumably) similar origin which had (effectively or presumably) 
appeared in and disappeared from the constellation of Andromeda about 
the period of the birth of Stephen Dedalus, and in and from the 
constellation of Auriga some years after the birth and death of Rudolph 
Bloom, junior, and in and from other constellations some years before or 
after the birth or death of other persons. (575, my emphases)  
 

Bloom’s straining to believe Rudy’s death redeemed by Stephen’s life becomes the 

reader’s, with the minimal comic distance of the qualifiers nearly, but not quite, absorbed 

into the general turgidity of the catechist’s prose and thus nearly, but not quite, forgotten. 

Yet the comic dimension of Bloom’s fantasies persists.   

The relationship between this stellar tragicomedy, with all its superstition and 

delusions of grandeur, and Bloom’s ability to work through his perversion, becomes 

clearest in the image of woman as moon, and moon ascending as Bloom and Stephen 

noticing the lamp in Molly’s upstairs window, that unites both characters in common 

shame. Where Bella descended into mutton, Molly ascends as the moon, dynamizing and 

expanding Bloom’s sense of self rather than circulating it through his paralyzing 

perversion. This moment brings the sublime down to earth via an intimate moment of 

intersubjectivity that leaves both men “Silent, each contemplating the other in both 

mirrors of the reciprocal flesh of theirhisnothis fellowfaces,” rather than sexually aroused 

by fantasies of a sublime lady (577). While the ironic juxtaposition of Bloom’s simplicity 

to Stephen’s (and Joyce’s) cultural knowledge continues until Stephen leaves Bloom’s 

house, both characters do share this moment of intersubjectivity, an eye in the storm of 

the novel’s irony.    
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 Like Bloom’s moment of autonomy, Bloom and Stephen’s intersubjectivity does 

not last for long. The descent of Joyce’s subject matter, from the constellations to 

Bloom’s compensatory superstitions to excretion, concludes with Bloom and Stephen 

urinating together, the organ of insemination – that phallic moon couched in the language 

of religious and scientific authority –revealed in its other aspect as the organ of urination, 

in Joyce’s twist on Hegel’s famous recognition of the irony inherent in the male organ’s 

dual functions. This moment also gives us, in microcosm, Molly’s function as the 

embodied experience that ironizes the patriarchal value systems structuring the rest of the 

novel, most vividly exemplified by her memory of her period coming on in a box at the 

Gaiety Theatre while she smiled through Bloom’s pontifications on Spinoza (632).  

Molly’s thoughts about Stephen recall Bloom’s fantasy of redemption, but with 

the horizontal structure of association (metonymy) rather than Bloom’s vertical structure 

of atonement (metaphor): “I saw him [Stephen] driving down to the Kingsbridge station 

with his father and mother I was in mourning thats 11 years ago now yes hed be 11 

though what was the good in going into mourning for what was neither one thing nor the 

other the first cry was enough for me” (637). Her associations of Stephen and Rudy 

deflate Bloom’s fantasy by grounding it in materiality more immediate than the grand 

systems of “Ithaca”:  

well its a poor case that those that have a fine son like that [Stephen] 
theyre not satisfied and I none . . . I suppose I oughtnt to have buried him 
in that little woolly jacket I knitted crying as I was but give it to some poor 
child but I knew well Id never have another our 1st death too it was we 
were never the same since. (640)  
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So Rudy is not Isaac, after all. Instead of God substituting a ram for Isaac, there is only 

one victim: Rudy. Molly’s attention to the material aspects of human life thus distances 

readers from Bloom’s fantasies of atonement. While Bloom declares Bella “Mutton 

dressed as lamb” (452), Molly’s memory renders Rudy a sacrificial lamb dressed as a son 

who only seems capable of redeeming his grandfather’s death because Bloom’s 

insecurities require that Rudy seem that way.  

Stephen cannot function as the new Isaac, either, by restoring Bloom to his 

family. While Molly’s fantasies of Stephen occupying her daughter Milly’s old room lead 

to her resolution to give Bloom a final chance at restoring their sexual relationship, she 

recalls her period, which will likely prevent it: “O but I was forgetting this bloody pest of 

a thing” (642). Like Bloom’s desublimation of Bella and contemplation of the 

“parenthesis of infinitesimal brevity” that a human lifespan amounts to, Molly’s prosaic 

memory demonstrates that reminders of our animal bodies bring the characters’ fantasies 

down to earth, for good and ill (573).     

As a chronicle of the Blooms’ marriage, Ulysses leaves us with the possibility that 

Molly will reciprocate Leopold serving her breakfast in bed the next morning and 

relegates the restoration of their sex life to memory. If neither autonomy nor the renewal 

of tradition through atonement is possible outside of fantasy, the novel indicates, then 

perhaps brief moments of intersubjectivity are: admiring a lighted window together, or a 

shared ritual of breakfast in bed. As the How It Is narrator puts it, “there are moments 

they are good moments” (25). Yet Molly may not make her husband breakfast on June 
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17, and even if she does, hierarchy creeps back in. Since Molly associates him serving 

her breakfast in bed with ordering him around, as she has on the morning of June 16, she 

anticipates a similar dynamic if she reciprocates the next morning after his late-night 

shenanigans: “then he starts giving up his orders for eggs and tea and Findon haddy and 

hot buttered toast I suppose well have him sitting up like the king of the country pumping 

the wrong end of the spoon up and down in his egg” (Ulysses 628). Molly’s imagination 

thus reduces Bloom, modern hero, to a buffoon once more.  

Regardless of the prognosis for their marriage, if a world full of accepting, 

forgiving Blooms remains impossible, then at least the ethical fantasy presented by 

Ulysses remains. As How It Is demonstrates, however, the Holocaust calls readers 

attentive to literary history to ironize that fantasy even further than Ulysses itself does. By 

attempting to realize a vision of racial purity worlds away from the values embodied by 

the Blooms, the Nazis needlessly shortened many parentheses of infinitesimal brevity. 

Taking into account the effects of Joyce’s novel after the Holocaust renders its implied 

author less a canny archivist than an angel of history, the novel’s cultural bric-a-brac a 

pile of debris growing skyward, rather than an archive bounded by the Homeric schema. 

Reading How It Is as a travesty of Ulysses offers the most condensed way to extend 

Joyce’s historical irony beyond the Holocaust.      
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CHAPTER 5 

GEORGES PEREC’S DEGRADATION OF THE NOVEL AFTER THE 

HOLOCAUST 

“For the schizophrenic the symbol becomes the referent.” 

Liah Greenfeld1 

“pour E” 

Georges Perec, dedication to W ou le souvenir d’enfance2 

I. The Limits of Constrained Fiction 

By all accounts, Georges Perec treated his fellow Parisian Samuel Beckett’s 

fiction with contempt rather than dignifying it with critique. As a contributor to the 

journal La Ligne générale, he did plan to edit an issue called The Farce of Anguished 

Conscience in 1960 that would attack Beckett for his ostensibly unwarranted pessimism, 

though the issue never came to fruition because the French Communist Party refused to 

fund it (Bellos 220-223). Thus while it is tempting to identify the storyworld of W or The 

Memory of Childhood, split between the inanely violent island of W and the 

autobiographical world of wartime and postwar France, as Perec’s response to the split 

storyworld of How It Is, the more likely influence is Robert Antelme’s 1947 Holocaust 

memoir L’Espèce humaine (‘The Human Species’), which also alternates between two 

worlds: the concentration camps and Antelme’s later attempts to understand his 

1 Greenfeld, Mind, Modernity, Madness, op. cit., 166.   

2 Perec, W ou le souvenir d’enfance (Paris: Éditions Denoël, 1975), n. pag., italics in original. 
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experiences there.3 Thus this chapter is not a linear influence study like the previous one. 

However, as a future master of the encyclopedic comic novel, Perec was obsessed with 

James Joyce from a young age, reading Ulysses over and over again and even beginning 

his own version, set in Paris, in 1962 (Bellos 280, 361).4   

Beckett and Perec travesty the modernist autonomy Joyce represents, as I have 

suggested in the previous chapter, but Perec takes the travesty further by using zany 

prolixity constructed around a foreclosed letter to empty the structure of an authentic 

project and fill it with logorrhea. While Beckett thematizes expressive difficulty with the 

conceit of the voice and mud dissolving the How It Is narrator’s sense of reality, Perec 

more thoroughly performs such difficulty in A Void. Neither the characters nor the third-

person narrator possess the emotional heft of Beckett’s crawling creature, and the Void 

narrator’s blissful ignorance of his voice’s flatness would make The Farce of Anguished 

Conscience a fitting subtitle for Perec’s novel – but for the haunting meditation on loss 

that concludes A Void and transforms our understanding of the whole work.    

Both Beckett and Perec imitate schizophrenia symptoms to dramatize narrators 

who avoid memorializing the Holocaust, but their aesthetics of impoverishment result in 

novels with narrative structures that diverge from each other. Beckett simplifies his 

3 The French title of W puns on double vie (double life). Having avoided the camps as a child, 
Perec’s fantastical island makes sense as an imaginative vision of them. Perec praised Antelme’s memoir as 
an exemplar of language’s power to grasp even the most difficult reality in a 1962 essay. See “Robert 
Antelme or the Truth of Literature,” in Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, ed. and trans. John Sturrock 
(New York: Penguin Classics, 2008), 253-266.  

4 For an overview of Joyce’s influence on Perec, see Gabriel Josipovici, “George Perec’s Homage 
to Joyce (And Tradition),” Yearbook of English Studies 15 (1985): 179-200, which focuses on Life A 
User’s Manual rather than A Void.   
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storyworld by composing it from only a few elements – tormentors, victims, crawlers, 

mud, cans of food, can openers – intensifies his narrator’s affect through emphasizing a 

collective voice he struggles to enunciate to the point of breaking up syntax, and sutures 

the novel to literary history through parodic resemblances between his character 

relationships and Joyce’s. Readers do not need to know about the minutiae of Beckett’s 

life to appreciate the expressive aspects of How It Is, whereas Perec uses A Void to 

dredge up distressing childhood memories as evidenced by the resemblance of those he 

recounts in W to his Void characters’ experiences of disorientation. Perec creates his 

storyworld from pastiches of hackneyed genre fiction, blunts his narrator’s affect by 

flooding his voice with obscure vocabulary that strains conventional syntax with lists 

bordering on logorrhea, and references literary history through a number of direct 

allusions and quotations. How It Is stretches the prose poetic capacities of the novel; A 

Void maximizes its encyclopedic aspects. In both novels, language speaks the characters 

rather than vice-versa: as a force in How It Is, and a set of vocabulary in A Void. 

Comment c’est went through four painstaking full-length drafts – the first pages, over a 

dozen (O’Reilly xv) – whereas Perec wrote A Void by constructing sentences without e, 

“like someone who puts down a brick, then cement, then a brick, and step by step makes a 

house” (Perec qtd. in Bellos 399, italics in original).5 From a literary historical 

perspective, the How It Is narrator has a singular voice, whereas the speaking style of 

each Void character is unremarkable save for the lack of e, and nearly identical. As a 

                                                 
5 According to David Bellos in Georges Perec, op. cit., 399, “Perec’s chief experimental aim [in 

writing La Disparition] was to see if e-less French could invent its own story and thus vindicate the 
potentiality not only of that constraint but of the very principle of constraint.”  
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modernist exile par excellence, Beckett chose to write in French; Perec ended up a 

French writer as an accident of history.  

 The How It Is narrator’s efforts to recognize Pim by listening to his stories of the 

light world, as well as his destructive projection of that desire for recognition through 

torture, resembles the reader’s dialectic of attraction to and repulsion by the Void 

characters depending on the level of knowledge and emotional depth they display. The 

violence of struggling to recognize others as persons bleeds further into the reader’s 

experience in the latter novel. In his efforts to erase the characters from the storyworld, 

the implied author of A Void works hard to prevent us from caring about them by 

reducing them to collections of bizarre incidents stripped of affect aside from comic 

enjoyment, a novelistic version of what Perec claims the Nazis did to concentration camp 

inmates: “The deportee had to become faceless . . . They had to offer the spectacle of a 

degenerate humanity . . . Then Germany would have the concrete proof of its superiority” 

(Species 258). We almost always laugh at the Void characters rather than with them, and 

their voices, instruments just as important for displaying affect as their faces, fade into 

each other. The implied author’s awareness of this compulsion to repeat dehumanization 

emerges late in the novel via scattered, mutilated references to the Holocaust and Perec’s 

family history, as I will discuss further below.  

A Void’s comic enjoyment continues at enough length to resemble anhedonia. 

This loss of the ability to feel pleasure results from the implied author avoiding his 

anxiety in Heidegger’s sense of the term: the feeling of pure possibility for taking a stand 
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on one’s being through activity, i.e. taking ownership of one’s life (Being 232/187-188). 

This feeling of possibility is pure because it occurs in a world that seems drained of 

resources to actualize that possibility. In anxiety, the person feels a call to an authentic 

life that he cannot respond to through activity because the world does not disclose itself 

as meaningful, so he sometimes redirects the distressingly strong feeling of existential 

possibility into the drives (Blattner 141-144), as the implied author does by killing off 

each protagonist in A Void.6 The funniness drains out of the bizarre deaths as they stack 

up, and stranger and stranger means of killing characters become necessary to sustain the 

comic frisson, like an addict developing tolerance for a pleasure-inducing behavior until 

the behavior ceases to cause him pleasure, but who keeps doing it anyway out of habit 

and desperation. For example, late in the novel, one character assassinates his sixth 

victim, a zoophile, by implanting “a tiny suppositorial bomb” in the animal the zoophile 

attempts to sodomize: a manatee (lamantin) in the French (La Disparition 255); in the 

English, a dugong, a rare relative of the manatee (A Void 235). Perec’s catalogues of 

bizarre deaths have the same function of disavowing traumatic shame as the catalogue of 

the disabled, grotesquely fecund Lynch family in Watt: an angry satire of the Irish Free 

                                                 
 6 For a contemporary example of anhedonia, see the film Somewhere, dir. Sofia Coppola, perf. 
Stephen Dorff, Elle Fanning, and Chris Pontius (Focus Features, 2010), which depicts Johnny Marco, a 
hypersexual actor who struggles to connect with his 11-year-old daughter. Instead of focusing on the zany 
aspects of Marco’s anhedonia, Coppola highlights its hollowness, i.e. slow-burning distress, with lingering 
shots in which nothing much happens. Contemporary novelists of anhedonia include Bret Eason Ellis and 
Michel Houellbecq.        



 
 

235 
 

State’s ban on contraception with a clearer object of negative affect than the anxiety-

provoking concentration camps.7    

Gilbert Adair chose an apt title for his translation because the pun, with the same 

strained gallows humor as the rest of the novel, reveals not only A Void’s subject (like the 

French title), but also its activity: avoiding writing about the Holocaust.8 The Heidegger 

scholar William Blattner distinguishes between two forms of structured activity to 

explain the difference between anxious avoidance and authentic projects: finite and 

infinite games.9 The purpose of playing finite games is winning and the feeling of pride 

winning brings, as in a recreational chess match, whereas people play infinite games in 

order to keep playing them, as in the system of activities that a teacher does (Blattner 

148). An authentic teacher plays multiple finite games, such as drilling students on 

vocabulary, that add up to more than the sum of their parts because she plays these games 

for the sake of responding to her calling as a teacher, which she can never finish doing 

unless her world collapses due to a sea change in her self-understanding, impairment of 

the functionality necessary to teach, or the disappearance of the paraphernalia she needs 

by means of a catastrophe that destroys schools, libraries, etc.  

                                                 
7 For the Irish historical context of Beckett’s satire, see Paul Stewart, Sex and Aesthetics in Samuel 

Beckett’s Work, op. cit., 61-62.   
  

 8 In October 1966, Perec resolved to write about his family history. About a year later, he 
overcame writer’s block by beginning work on La Disparition as a linguistic challenge. See Bellos, 
Georges Perec, op. cit., 351, 388-397.  
 
 9 For an analysis of game-playing’s functions in Life A User’s Manual and W, see Kimberley 
Bohman-Kalaja, Reading Games: An Aesthetic of Play in Flann O’Brien, Samuel Beckett & Georges Perec 
(Champaign, Ill.: Dalkey Archive, 2007), 160-231.    
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If a competent foreign language teacher did nothing but drill students on 

vocabulary, to the exclusion of helping them translate passages, converse in the language, 

and develop reading fluency, she would avoid her calling as a teacher by removing 

vocabulary from the holistic structure it occupies in learning a language, an activity that 

itself opens out to larger cultural projects like developing cosmopolitanism. We would 

rightly call her exclusive focus on vocabulary a compulsion because of her inability to 

justify it and the fact that she did not feel a sense of ethical necessity when doing the 

drills. Her compulsion precludes a horizontal ontological structure that Heidegger calls 

involvement, “the relation between a piece of paraphernalia and the role it plays in our 

activity,” such as switching between vocabulary flashcards and passages to translate for 

the sake of performing the role through which the person takes a stand on her being, i.e. 

the infinite game of being a teacher (Blattner 64).   

 Yet a less neurotic teacher, to continue with our example, could also avoid 

authenticity by rapidly oscillating among tasks without assessing the students’ mastery of 

the skills she designed these tasks to teach them, though she might still remember the pull 

of her calling as a teacher. What she loses a sense of, here, is a hierarchical structure that 

Heidegger calls in-order-to, “the relation between a piece of equipment and the task it 

subserves, e.g., between the hammer and driving nails” (Blattner 64). This structure need 

not rely on propositional knowledge, but rather, a largely pre-reflective sense of what one 

does.10 To be a teacher, one assesses students’ progress both with rule-structured 

                                                 
 10 Heidegger calls this basic sense of propriety das Man, the They in Macquarrie and Robinson’s 
translation, and the Anyone in William Blattner and Carol J. White’s more grammatically sensible 
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techniques like exams, but also by asking questions in response to one’s attunement to 

the collective mood of the students, a skill that one must teach in order to learn.11 

Without a sense of what one does in general situations, the person cannot learn what to 

do in particular ones and thus live authentically by particularizing herself as a teacher.   

The teacher’s unfocused oscillation among activities strikes us as zany. Sianne 

Ngai defines zaniness as “an aesthetic about performing as not just artful play but 

affective labor . . . the flailing helplessness of excessively strenuous but unproductive 

exertion” (Our 1, 18). Our teacher comes across as desperate to solicit her students’ 

attention (hence play), too immersed in pedagogical theory to attune herself to her 

students closely enough to do what one does when teaching foreign languages (hence 

labor), or both. By cycling through many styles and idiolects without a clear rationale for 

doing so, the Void narrator puts on a zany performance, like the floundering teacher, but 

without expressing any distress whatsoever. On the contrary, he is pleased with his “rich, 

fruitful narration” (282) / “filon fort productif” (La Disparition 311), a finite game of 

narrating a 300-page novel without the most common vowel in the French and English 

languages.      

                                                                                                                                                 
translations of Being and Time passages in their commentaries on it. See Being and Time, op. cit., 167/129. 
Heidegger’s vacillation between condemning absorption in the Anyone as inauthentic, on the one hand, and 
positing the Anyone as the basic ground on which the person stands forth as a social being, on the other, 
has created unnecessary confusion about how the Anyone works. For a clarification of the Anyone as an 
ethically neutral ontological structure, see Somogy Varga, Authenticity as an Ethical Ideal, op. cit., 93.       
 
 11 The same holds true for other intensely interpersonal vocations like psychotherapy and 
medicine, hence the necessity of internship and residency programs involving supervision by mentors in 
these professions.   
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Whereas Beckett aims his travesty primarily at autonomy, Perec travesties 

authenticity because zaniness fragments the infinite game of understanding oneself 

through one’s activity by dissolving the link between self-understanding and activities 

that the resources of one’s culture make intelligible. Heidegger calls this purposive link 

“the ‘for-the-sake-of-which’ to which every ‘towards-which’ [of paraphernalia] 

ultimately goes back,” one of his more intuitive and thus useful terms (Being 119/86). 

Since for-the-sake-of-whiches like being a teacher organize the activity of people living 

fulfilling lives and can never be fully actualized and thus turned into amusing spectacles, 

they help constitute people’s dignity. Ngai elaborates on zaniness’s fragmentation of such 

purposiveness, and, by implication, of dignity: “Zaniness asks us to regard form not as 

structure but as activity . . . one sees . . . indeterminacy in the kind of incessant 

performing we respond to in the zany, which always threatens to dissolve the performer 

into a stream of undifferentiated activity” (Our 30). As opposed to one of W.B. Yeats’s 

dancers blurring the line between human skill and divine possession, the zany’s activity 

makes the person nearly indistinguishable from a broken machine, and thus almost 

unrecognizable as a person with the dignity personhood entails.  

While the How It Is narrator certainly puts Pim’s dignity through its paces, he 

does make brief efforts to recognize him as a person with a past worth narrating, and he 

will not push him beyond certain limits: “I am not going to kill myself demanding 

something beyond his powers that he stand on his head for example or on his feet or 

kneel most certainly not” (81). The Void implied author does precisely the opposite by 
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punishing the characters for failing to do something beyond their powers, forcing them to 

perform until they come too close to discovering the e missing from their world, upon 

which they disappear or die. One of the protagonists speculates that each character died 

“for not managing to grasp it [what this horror was that had struck him down], for not 

howling out a tiny, insignificant sound that would, for good and all, bring to an abrupt 

conclusion this Saga in which all of us must play our part” (197). The characters dissolve 

into the ineffective activity of interpreting their friends’ deaths. Trying to stay alive 

precludes them from responding to callings and thus living authentically.   

A vaudeville routine from Waiting for Godot and A Void illustrates the gap 

between the minimal dignity of Beckett’s characters and the contemptibleness of Perec’s 

zanies provided that the reader indulges my suspension of the difference in genre in order 

to assess the tone of each routine as a piece of prose:  

ESTRAGON  
All the dead voices. 
 
VLADIMIR 
They make a noise like wings. 
 
ESTRAGON  
Like leaves. 
 
VLADIMIR 
Like sand. 
 
ESTRAGON  
Like leaves. 
 
Silence. 
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VLADIMIR 
They all speak at once.  
 
ESTRAGON  
Each one to itself. 
 
Silence. 
 
VLADIMIR 
Rather they whisper.   
 
ESTRAGON  
They rustle.  
 
VLADIMIR 
They murmur. 
 
ESTRAGON  
They rustle.  
 
Silence 
 
[. . .]  
 
VLADIMIR 
They make a noise like feathers. 
 
ESTRAGON 
Like leaves. 
 
VLADIMIR 
Like ashes. 
 
ESTRAGON 
Like leaves. 
 
Long silence. 
 
VLADIMIR 
 [in anguish] Say anything at all! 
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ESTRAGON  
What do we do now? 
 
VLADIMIR 
Wait for Godot.  
 
ESTRAGON  
Ah!12 

This passage remains one of the uncanniest in Western literature due to the combination 

of repetition with variation (to say nothing of the silences), the sense that Vladimir and 

Estragon teeter between possession by the voices and rapt reflection on them, and images 

that connote both intimacy and terror. The juxtaposition of feathers to ashes (a sinister 

transformation of sand into the byproduct of incineration) atop the baseline of leaves 

pulses anxiety into the reader or audience member with exceptional economy. Beckett’s 

transformation of another elemental image into waste matter, namely Homer, Virgil, and 

Dante’s images of dying people as falling leaves, clarifies his focus on the damage done 

to European culture by World War II: 

 . . . on all sides the voice of us all as many as we are as many as we’ll end 
 if we ever end by having been something wrong there 
 
   namely days of great gaiety thicker than on earth since the age of gold 
 above in the light the leaves fallen dead 
 
 some on the bough flutter on to the reawakening black dead flaunting in 
 the green shit yes some in this condition manage two springs a summer 
 and half three- quarters (How 139) 

                                                 
12 Beckett, En attendant/Waiting for Godot: A Bilingual Edition (New York: Grove, 2006), 210-

217. En attendant Godot, 216, further backs up my point because the Francophone Vladimir is anxious, 
“[angoissé],” rather than anguished. In the French, Estragon and Vladimir’s affect diverges more sharply 
since Estragon replies to Vladimir’s suggestion that they continue waiting with the decidedly un-anxious 
“C’est vrai” (It’s true) rather than the ambiguous “Ah!” which an actor could plausibly perform as chipper, 
scared, or anguished. 
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Like T.S. Eliot’s juxtaposition of ancient and medieval texts to scenes of modern life in 

The Waste Land (1922), this passage invites readers to assess the differences between the 

sensibilities of worlds far apart from each other in time. While the epic poets whose 

images Beckett travesties disclosed worlds in which death made sense as part of natural 

cycles superintended by the divine, the How It Is storyworld and the identities it offers 

are so disintegrated that the characters can only wax nostalgic about cycles of birth and 

death before assessing their own world as a space of rotting leaves and reanimated 

corpses.       

 Having not yet disintegrated into the How It Is world of omnipresent voices, the 

Godot scene offers a glimpse of the anxiety Vladimir and Estragon disavow through 

finite games, like their awkward repetition of “Adieu” with Pozzo in the first act (152-

153). Even then, perhaps, they heard the dead voices in the silences between adieus and 

disavowed the voices’ repetition with their own clownish version. Hence this passage 

makes the characters’ apparently absurd behavior in the first act justifiable. Constantly 

listening to the dead voices could result in a psychotic break dissolving their games into 

flat logorrhea, like Lucky’s monologue in Act I (140-145).13 Perhaps Lucky was once a 

tramp who ran out of ways to pass the time while waiting, like another bizarre Beckett 

                                                 
 13 In Madness and Modernism, op. cit., 189, Louis A. Sass compares Lucky’s monologue to 
schizophrenic speech. In “‘Some Experience of the Schizoid Voice,’” op. cit., 33, Shane Weller qualifies 
Sass’s claim by pointing out that this monologue, like many other passages in Beckett’s writing that seem 
incoherent on the first read, demonstrates an overarching thematic structure despite its flatness, 
automatism, and fragmentation.    
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monologist, the broken servant Arsene whom Watt encounters at the end of his service 

and the beginning of his own.14  

Vladimir and Estragon do, indeed, have their reasons not to listen to the voices at 

too much length, like concentration camp detainees using finite games to stave off 

despair since their internment prevented most of them from carrying out their 

vocations.15 In W, Perec recalls two images from a Paris exhibition about the camps his 

aunt took him to see as a young boy: “the photographs of the walls of the gas chambers 

showing scratchmarks made by the victims’ fingernails, and a set of chessmen made from 

bits of bread” (158). The chessmen were more important to the detainees than the bread 

sacrificed to make them because they helped them avoid thinking about the gas chambers 

and related horrors, thinking liable to prompt impulsive activity – e.g. attacking a guard 

or running into an electric fence – that could destroy their chances of surviving.              

                                                 
 14 See Arsene’s “short statement” in The Novels of Samuel Beckett, Vol. I, op. cit., 199-219.   

 
15 A major exception to this trend of inmates temporarily losing the resources necessary to respond 

to their vocations in the camps is writers like Robert Antelme, who used their survival of the camps to 
respond to a new vocation: representing their experiences. In his essay on Antelme in Species of Spaces, 
op. cit., 257, Perec observes that the camps engulfed the detainees’ worlds: “Implicit in the other accounts 
is the evidence of the camp, the horror, the evidence of a whole world, shut in on itself, which is restored en 
bloc. But in L’Espèce humaine [‘Humankind’], the camp is never a given. It imposes itself, it emerges 
gradually. It is the mud, then hunger, then cold, then the beatings, hunger again, fleas. Then all of them at 
once. The waiting and the solitude. The dereliction. The destitution of the body, the insults. The barbed 
wire and the brutality. The exhaustion. The faces of the SS, of the Kapo, of the Meister. The whole of 
Germany, the whole horizon: the universe, eternity” (emphasis and brackets in original). The last sentence 
sounds like an ironic echo of the young Stephen Dedalus’s positioning of his awareness in the universe by 
writing a list of increasingly large places in James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, ed. John 
Paul Riquelme (New York and London: Norton, 2007), 13. While the language of human rights played a 
crucial role in the trials of those who planned and carried out the Holocaust, Perec’s passage indicates that 
deontological ethics falls short in articulating the Holocaust’s impact on culture. Consider the inadequacy 
of Estragon’s question in En attendant/Waiting for Godot, op. cit., 53, for capturing the tramps’ desperate 
life-world: “We’ve no rights anymore?” Vladimir responds with uneasy laughter.         



 
 

244 
 

As opposed to our sympathetic response to Beckett’s characters and these W 

images, in Perec’s vaudeville routine, our ironic distance from the characters crescendos 

when one of the protagonists, Amaury Conson, discovers a theme tying the scraps of his 

missing friend Anton Vowl’s diary together: “‘an apparition (if you’ll allow my using 

such an oxymoron) of a blank, a Void’” (A Void 96). The characters searching for Vowl 

all shout the title of the novel, or its synonym “Du Blanc!” in the French (La Disparition 

112), in exaggerated spasms of surprise, without a clue about what it means: 

“A Void!” shouts Augustus B. Clifford, dropping his crystal glass 
and spilling aquavit on his rug.  

“A Void!” moans Olga, smashing a lamp in agitation.  
“A Void!” roars Arthur Wilburg Savorgnan, swallowing his cigar.  
“A Void!” brays Squaw in a shrill and jangling whinny, atomising 

a trio of matching mirrors.  
“A Void, right, that’s what I said,” affirms Amaury: “it all turns on 

a Void. But, by constantly writing about ‘a Void’, what do you think 
Anton was alluding to?” (A Void 96)  

 
While the dead voices’ call for recognition erupts into Vladimir and Estragon’s capers 

and prompts the characters to reflect on the anxiety that motivates them to play finite 

games, here, the negative ripples through the characters’ bodies as their raised voices and 

movements blur into the undifferentiated activity characteristic of zaniness. Even when 

Didi and Gogo seem possessed, their distinctiveness from each other persists because the 

hardier Vladimir can register the uncanny variations among the voices, while Estragon, 

true to his more sensitive disposition, clings to the voices’ continuity and provides a 

baseline for Vladimir, thus continuing to complement each other sonically just as they 

help each other throughout the play. The tramps listen to the negative, while the Void 
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characters react in a frenzy of mouths erupting and limbs flailing before they continue 

their fruitless labor of searching Vowl’s writing for clues about his disappearance, 

mirroring the reader’s frustration at continuing to read a whodunit he has already known 

the answer to for quite some time, but soliciting contempt rather than empathy because of 

their blank ignorance of the dynamic motivating their zaniness. As Ngai points out, 

zaniness solicits enjoyment from a distance rather than empathy because the sheer 

amount of effort involved in attending to zaniness indicates how close our position as 

spectators is to the ineffective work we observe (Our 8-11). Zaniness thus unnerves us. 

We know that Vowl disappeared because he embodies the vowel the implied author 

forbids himself to use, yet here we are, still reading about the remaining characters trying 

to find out what we already know. Hence we despise the characters for providing us just 

enough stimulation to keep reading and start sympathizing with the implied author’s 

efforts to murder them, itself an uncanny reading experience, if a more elliptical one than 

the dead voices sequence.  

 The characters losing control of their bodies in Perec’s vaudeville routine function 

as a synecdoche of the distancing effect produced by the repeated character 

disappearances and deaths throughout the novel. With a few exceptions I will discuss 

further below, the erasure of characters from the novel simply ceases to matter to us. 

Viewed as a spectacle that does not depict mentally ill people’s subjectivity, severe 

mental illness can solicit nervous, contemptuous laughter similar to that solicited by 

zaniness since such illness foregrounds the fragility of the human mind, and mental 
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illness sometimes causes repetitive behavior. Consider the hypomanic patient in Murphy I 

discussed in the third chapter, who bounces off the walls. The humor in this passage 

comes not only from the comparison of his zany movements to those of an insect, but 

also Mr. Endon’s repetitive behavior that causes those movements: drifting through the 

hallway turning the lights in the other patients’ rooms on and off “in a way that seemed 

haphazard but was in fact determined by an amental pattern as precise as those of any that 

governed his chess” (148). Only when Murphy gains a sense of Mr. Endon’s experience 

of his catatonia by gazing into his unseeing eyes do the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat 

patients transform from grotesque clowns into reminders of Murphy’s mind’s 

vulnerability to disintegration. After Murphy tries and fails to recollect his family, 

girlfriend, and other people he knows, “Scraps of bodies, of landscapes, hands, eyes, lines 

and colours evoking nothing, rose and climbed out of sight before him, as though reeled 

upward off a spool level with his throat. It was his experience that this should be stopped, 

whenever possible, before the deeper coils were reached” (151). Upon spending time with 

a single mental patient rather than flitting among many patients like a flaneur in a 

hospital, Murphy neither finds them funny nor envies their disintegrated senses of 

reality.16 Instead of romanticizing Mr. Endon and stigmatizing the other patients, Murphy 

looks into the catatonic patient’s eyes “seeing himself stigmatised in those eyes that did 

not see him,” in one of Beckett’s sharper puns (149).17            

16 For a longer discussion of the relationship between mental illness and comedy, see R.D.V. 
Glasgow, Madness, Masks, and Laughter: An Essay on Comedy (Madison, New Jersey, and Teaneck: 
Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1995).  
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The comic moments of Murphy aside, both Beckett and Perec write in the mode 

of tragicomedy, depictions of tragic suffering with its dignity ground down through the 

desublimating effect of repetition, but How It Is lies much closer to the tragic end of the 

spectrum than A Void because of Beckett’s narrator’s more thorough individualization 

and greater commitment to expressive authenticity. For example, even the comic 

dimension of Beckett’s characters often possesses a vestige of tragic dignity, as in 

Arsene’s invocation of “the mirthless laugh . . . the laugh of laughs, the risus purus, the 

laugh laughing at the laugh, the beholding, the saluting of the highest joke, in a word the 

laugh that laughs – silence please – at that which is unhappy” (Watt 207, italics in 

original). Several aspects of the risus purus solicit respect: its catharsis (hence purus, the 

result of purgation), its place at the top of a comic hierarchy, and the moment of silence 

that Arsene asks for as a gesture of reverence for unhappiness, however flippant Arsene’s 

request. Recall how the silences in the dead voices sequence produce anxiety, a more 

diffuse version of the tragic emotion fear. Drawing on Hegel, Somogy Varga claims that 

a “tragic opposition between autonomy and authenticity, between a normative order (that 

is constructed in prohibitive terms) and individuality” characterizes modern cultures (18), 

but after an event that stamped out individuality as thoroughly as the Holocaust, 

tragicomedy becomes a more appropriate mode for articulating the damaged ethos of 

Europe. Alenka Zupančič identifies the emergence of tragicomedy as itself “a supreme 

tragedy of modernity” because tragicomedy “involves the recognition of the fact that the 

tragic itself (with all its epic splendor) is ultimately but a mask of the really miserable, a 
                                                                                                                                                 
 17 An astigmatism is a defect of the eye that blurs vision.    
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mask that cannot survive its own repetition” (Odd 175). Thus we can recognize 

tragicomic works as tragic and thus dignified only if we place them in the history of 

literary modernism, just as Arsene places the risus purus in a history of dark comedy’s 

descent from tragedy: “The laugh that now is mirthless once was hollow, the laugh that 

once was hollow once was bitter. And the laugh that once was bitter? Eyewater, Mr. 

Watt, eyewater” (Watt 207).     

A brief reflection on the relationship between character, implied author, 

translator, and critic in La Disparition and A Void illustrates the collective nature of this 

work of recognition. After murdering the final protagonist by shooting him with a gun 

introduced for the first time in the final chapter, a deus ex machina that rubs the reader’s 

nose in its reversal of Anton Chekhov’s famous maxim about satisfying audience 

expectations in drama, Detective Aloysius Swann, the implied author’s “faithful right 

hand” (A Void 277) / “loyal proconsul” (La Disparition 304), invokes the force that 

constitutes the novel in which he speaks: 

la mort où va s’abîmant l’inscription 
la mort qui, à jamais, garantit l’immaculation d’un Album qu’un 

histrion un jour a cru pouvoir noircir,  
la mort nous a dit la fin du roman. (La Disparition 304) 

death moves toward engulfing its own inscription  
death that forever guarantees the immaculation of a Book that a 

ham actor once thought he could blacken 
death has said us at the end of the novel.18 

18 My translation, as are all translations enclosed in single quotation marks. Unlike Gilbert 
Adair’s, my translations contain e to convey the meaning of the French more precisely at the expense of 
sacrificing Perec’s constraint. Perec’s constraint sometimes renders the notion of literal translation moot. 
For example, Album usually refers to a stamp or photo album or an illustrated book, but the more logical 
livre (book) and cahier (notebook) are forbidden. Un jour (one day) is a sensible replacement for une fois 
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 “ . . . a void rubbing out its own inscription,  
a void assuring this Book, of all Books, a truly singular purity and 

immaculation, notwithstanding all its markings in ink and paragraphs of 
print,  

a void brings our story to its conclusion.” (A Void 278)   
 

Swann the character functions as a critic by declaring death the autotelic force driving the 

novel as opposed to disappearance.19 With its callback to his title, Adair’s translation of 

la mort as a void rather than an e-less synonym for death like passing away not only 

satisfies the constraint while honoring Perec’s poetry but also mimics the self-reflexivity 

inherent in a character discussing the end of the novel at the end of the novel that 

contains him via the phrase’s callback to the title. Finally, Adair turns Swann into a critic 

who recognizes the tragic dimension of the novel since this repetition of “a void” negates 

the earlier repetition of the same phrase in the vaudeville sequence: both literally through 

the deaths of the characters involved in it, and symbolically through the shift from 

slapstick to incantation, thus short-circuiting comic repetition by out-repeating it.      

Hence the task of recognizing tragic dignity in characters who do not possess the 

individuality necessary for such dignity has a necessarily collective dimension, like the 

tragicomic characters themselves. “Comic characters,” Zupančič argues, “are not subjects 

                                                                                                                                                 
(once), which the feminine indefinite article necessary for the feminine noun fois (time, as in one time) 
forbids. One gets the sense that reading the French original cover to cover as a native French speaker would 
feel even more taxing than doing the same with Adair’s translation as a native English speaker: a testament 
to Adair’s talents as a translator.              

 
19 Perec may be ventriloquizing Swann to reenact the French government declaring Cécile Perec 

dead rather than “missing and presumed dead.” We never find out what happened to Anton Vowl after his 
disappearance, just as Perec, like many others who lost loved ones in the Holocaust, never knew where, 
when, and how his mother died: on a train, in Auschwtiz, or in another camp. Hence Swann’s quasi-elegy 
rings hollow because Vowl disappears rather than dies. Perec’s surviving relatives never held a mourning 
ceremony for Cécile. See David Bellos, Georges Perec, op. cit., 91, 400.   
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as opposed to the structure [of their culture], they are subjectivized points of the structure 

itself. They are the sensitive, problematic points of the structure running wild, and 

running around on their own—that is, independently of the rest of the structure” (Odd 

196). It is difficult to imagine a more literal subjectivized piece of a linguistic structure 

than Anton Vowl, the protagonist whose disappearance sets the plot in motion. Among 

other reasons, comic characters makes us laugh because their behavior demonstrates the 

arbitrariness of the language on which we rely to organize our activities around our 

values and thus particularize ourselves. This definition of comedy complicates the 

distinction between things and living beings underlying Henri Bergson’s famous 

definition of the comic object as “something mechanical encrusted on something living” 

(65). Since mechanical structures help constitute our life-worlds, humans have an 

inherently comic dimension. Comedy highlights this aspect of human experience with its 

attention to the materiality and rhythm of cultural structures, hence the importance of 

precise style and timing in performances that make audiences laugh, i.e. successful 

comedy.    

Because the implied author of A Void aspires to an immaculate novel, he cannot 

allow points of his structure to run wild for too long, and that structure’s impoverishment 

means that reintegrating his characters into their culture via the usual comic ending of 

marriage or its equivalent is not a viable option. Hence he must destroy his zanies, like 

the Nazis eliminating Jews as obstacles to their vision of a racially purified Europe. The 

compulsive nature of the Void version of purity illustrates the ludicrousness of attempting 
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to build a world by eliminating an element as thoroughly woven into one’s culture as 

European Jews before the Fascists and Nazis came to power.20 The novel functions as an 

elliptical expression of the Holocaust’s impact on culture by gradually exhausting comic 

enjoyment through implying the storyworld’s point of origin but repeating its violent 

force rather than representing it.21   

But Perec moves beyond repetition compulsion. In W, having nearly finished his 

1971-1975 analysis with Lacan’s student Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, he admonishes readers 

not to waste their time searching his writing for the “soppy little echoes of the Oedipus 

complex or of castration” he admits it contains (42). Instead, he declares, 

I write: I write because we [my parents and I] lived together, because I 
was one amongst them, a shadow across their shadows, a body close to 
their bodies. I write because they left in me their indelible mark, whose 
trace is writing. Their memory is dead in writing; writing is the memory of 
their death and the assertion of my life. (42)22  

20 There are major exceptions to the thorough enculturation of Jews into European nation-states 
suggested by Perec’s synecdoche, but given my focus on modernism, I have in mind influential figures like 
Franz Kafka, Sigmund Freud, Italo Svevo, Walter Benjamin, and the many other Jewish professionals 
working in Europe between the wars. For a history of Nazi ideology’s emergence from earlier forms of 
anti-Semitism, see Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the 
Holocaust (New York: Vintage, 1997), 27-48.      

21 Paradoxically enough, A Void as a presentation of the Holocaust’s flattening and hollowing out 
of European culture comes closer than any other novel I have read to Charles Altieri’s definition of 
modernist autonomy as expressive of the forces that condition identity. See “Why Modernist Claims for 
Autonomy Matter,” in The Limits of Literary Historicism, ed. Allen Dunn and Thomas F. Haddox 
(Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 2011), 145-170, and The Particulars of Rapture: An Aesthetics of the Affects 
(Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 2003). In the previous chapter, I called this definition of autonomy more 
suitable for paintings and lyric poems than novels. But A Void succeeds less as a novel than a work of 
conceptual art that uses an (over)long narrative to produce its effects, some of which border on the aleatoric 
(like John Cage’s post-1951 works for prepared piano), and the Holocaust had destructive effects on 
identity, as I discussed in the previous chapter. Hence the paradox reinforces my view of A Void as one of 
the most thorough travesties of aesthetic autonomy in the novel.  

22 Compare the postmodernist composer John Cage, who in 1957 declared music “a purposeful 
purposelessness or a purposeless play . . . an affirmation of life—not an attempt to bring order out of chaos 
nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply a way of waking up to the very life we’re living, which 
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In a beautiful chiasmus that mimics the crossed shadows, Perec does not say that writing 

memorializes their death, but that it is the memory and the assertion (“l’écriture est le 

souvenir de leur mort et l’affirmation de ma vie”) (64), as if by writing, he sinks their 

annihilation into his culture’s ethos and asks readers to help suck the rancor from his 

sensibility by admitting a little death into their own language. The structure of the 

chiasmus indicates that Perec’s ownership of his life depends on the linguistic excess that 

remains after the neat crisscross of memory and death in writing. Perec’s body continues 

to cast a shadow and blacken blank pages even though his parents’ bodies no longer do 

so. Writing inters the memory of Perec’s parents, projecting it from his body into the 

materiality of the text, diluting it among readers, and deadening the language in the 

process, thus providing a rationale for the flat affect of A Void.  

Commenting on his analysis, which ended a few weeks after the publication of W, 

Perec writes that in the slow process of gaining “access to my own story and my voice . . 

. the carapace of writing behind which I had concealed my desire to write had to 

                                                                                                                                                 
is so excellent once one gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord.” 
See Silence: Lectures and Writings by John Cage, (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan UP, 1961), 12. Late 
modernists like Beckett and Adorno would never have agreed to such a statement, but Perec veers close to 
it in W, though with less gusto about the excellence of life. Note the minimal difference that makes Perec a 
late modernist rather than a postmodernist: “the assertion of my life,” rather than Cage’s depersonalized 
life, “it” (my emphasis). Perec expresses belief in authenticity; Cage does not. Geoffrey Hartman, 
“Holocaust and Hope,” in Catastrophe and Meaning, op. cit., 232-249, provides context for Perec’s 
affirmation of writing among other writers who addressed the Holocaust’s degradation of language. 
Hartman does not discuss Perec but focuses instead on Maurice Blanchot, another French writer influenced 
by Robert Antelme. The tendency that Hartman identifies in op. cit., 233, “a literature that rarely suggests a 
redemptive value in what it continues to value: writing and language as such” and “respects a reversal in 
the status of the victim, but honors no myths” overlaps with other responses to ostensible crises in language 
and other artistic media such as Romanticism and modernism, as Hartman indicates with his discussion of 
Goethe at the end of the essay, but these previous senses of cultural crisis neither fully encompass those 
prompted by the Holocaust nor reduce its singularity in European history.         
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crumble” (Species 172). Much of A Void seems part of that carapace. After disavowing e, 

Perec dedicates W to the letter missing from the earlier novel, retaining the pun on eux: 

for them, despite living without them, thus owning his writing. Instead of the symbol 

becoming the referent as in the language of severe schizophrenia, the letter discloses the 

vanished world of prewar European Jews: them in the broadest sense. Though the dead 

do not speak in Perec’s writing, they do leave a trace.            

As attempts at expressing the collective shame of the Holocaust, Beckett and 

Perec’s storyworlds crisscross like a chiasmus. In How It Is, the axis of shame moves 

from a vertical to a horizontal one, from the shame of having descended from the light 

world to the violent world of mud, on the one hand – “dream come of a sky an earth an 

under-earth where I am inconceivable” (How 45) – to the shame of having been tortured, 

which the narrator projects onto Pim rather than working through it via memory, on the 

other. For example, after treating Pim as a piece of equipment rather than a person by 

resting his can opener on his legs when he no longer requires it – “I put away the tool 

between his thighs” (87) – the narrator feels shame, which he tries to project by 

continuing to torment Pim: “orgy of false being life in common brief shames I am not 

dead to inexistence not irretrievably time will tell it’s telling” (87-89). Hence the narrator 

transitions from the vertical structure of in-order-to, his attempt at using the paltry 

resources of his world to explain why he ended up there, to the horizontal structure of 

involvement, how he interacts with the other sufferers and thus the role he plays in his 

world.  
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The first phrase, “orgy of false being life in common,” is the narrator’s judgment 

of the mud world’s social dynamic, in which no one has the resources to take a stand on 

his being and sustained intersubjectivity is impossible, yet the characters are still alive 

and feel compelled to think, murmur to themselves, and act, thus rendering their 

avoidance strategies sympathetic to readers who can look past any shock that arises from 

encountering Beckett’s world of torment and attend to the character relationships with 

care. After relating his “table of basic stimuli” for training Pim in the arts of submission 

(89), the narrator hears the voice calling him again, breaking through his strategy of 

avoiding it by dominating Pim: “all with the right hand I’ve said this and the left all this 

time vast stretch of time it holds the sack I’ve said this heard it said now in me that was 

without quaqua on all sides murmured it in the mud it holds the sack beside Pim’s left 

hand my thumb has crept between his palm and folded fingers” (116, my emphasis). This 

brief moment of holding Pim’s hand is easy to miss, but given the importance of hands in 

Beckett’s fiction that I explained in an earlier chapter, it is crucial for understanding the 

narrator and Pim’s relationship. The handholding demonstrates the narrator’s brief desire 

for a more affectionate relationship, like Vladimir and Estragon’s in Godot.23 Such 

involvement with Pim makes Pim more recognizable as a person, a development that 

renders the narrator’s nonconsensual penetration of him shameful, so he continues 

23 I am not arguing that couples who enjoy sadomasochistic sex cannot have loving relationships. 
On the contrary, many of them do given the level of trust necessary to practice BDSM in ways that all 
participants find safe and pleasurable. See, for example, Staci Newmahr’s ethnography of American 
sadomasochism Playing on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana UP, 
2011). However, this loving dynamic does not characterize the tormentor/victim relationships in How It Is 
because they involve compulsion and rape rather than consent, and avoidance rather than trust.  
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tormenting Pim to project his shame and thus gets sucked back into the vicious circle that 

structures the How It Is storyworld.  

Shame in Perec’s fiction moves in the opposite direction, horizontal to vertical, 

involvement to in-order-to. The exhaustive lengths to which the implied author of A Void 

goes to play his lipogrammatic game demonstrates the difficulty of repairing the horizon 

of a culture as severely damaged as postwar Europe’s. At the same time, why the 

lipogram relates to the wider culture at all does not emerge until after the end of the plot 

in its own separate section called metagraphs, which sutures the bizarre violence of the 

novel’s comedy to difficulties expressing the enormity of the Holocaust’s impact.  

One metagraph, for example, implies that that each elimination of a word 

containing e mourns one Holocaust victim, thus justifying the millions of words 

foreclosed from the novel (A Void 285). Hence the metagraphs indict the sensibility of 

readers who have found the bulk of the novel clever enough to finish it. While the How It 

Is narrator tries (and fails) to use moral calculus to disavow shame in the novel’s last 

section, in the final section of A Void, shame undermines the implied author’s guilty 

taboo and the amused reader’s complicity with it, resulting in an ending even more 

aggressive toward the reader than the conclusion of How It Is.24 Perec’s indictment aims 

24 I agree with P.J. Murphy in Beckett’s Dedalus, op. cit., 209, that the narrator’s renunciation of 
his delusional system – the scribes, witnesses, and moral calculus I discussed in the previous chapter – as 
his tormentor bears down on him at the end of How It Is indicates a minimal sense of authenticity: owning 
one’s experiences and thus one’s voice, however horrific, as opposed to the theft of each other’s memories 
characteristic of the tormentor/victim relationships: “Christ on the cross is the human being moving 
towards the divine. The narrator with his cross of words is the fictional being moving towards historical 
being. In the former, the flesh is becoming word; in the latter, the word is becoming flesh. It is as if Beckett 
had to write in a radically different manner than Joyce before he could move towards an affirmation in his 
own way of a number of telling points about humanity and fiction-making that he shared with him.” Just as 
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directly at the sensibilities of readers. The shameful irony of the God position above the 

characters, thematized only in part three of How It Is, runs through the warp and woof of 

A Void.      

Only in W, with its alternating structure of sober autobiography and violent fable, 

does Perec sustain the authenticity of the metagraphs. W takes the form of a catachresis, 

“The misapplication of a word, especially in a mixed metaphor” (Dictionary of Literary 

Terms), since the two storyworlds rarely intersect until the last chapter, when Perec ends 

the story of his childhood with the revelation that he invented the fable’s setting, the 

titular island of athletes forced to play bloody games, as a twelve-year-old boy: an 

understandable way for a boy of that age to process what happened to his relatives killed 

in the Holocaust. He also sutures the island of W to a contemporary problem: “I have 

Joyce sublates the spiritual exercises of his Jesuit upbringing by putting Stephen Dedalus, the Blooms, and 
readers through their paces in Ulysses, so too does Beckett transform the Protestant self-scrutiny of his 
boyhood in his mature fiction, as Sinead Mooney argues in “‘Integrity in a surplice’: Samuel Beckett’s 
(post-) Protestant Poetics,” Samuel Beckett Today/Aujourd'hui 9 (2000): 223-239.  In Authenticity as an 
Ethical Ideal, op. cit., 111-120, Somogy Varga’s main example of ethical necessity is Martin Luther’s 
rejection of the late medieval world when his efforts to reform the Catholic Church intensified into 
breaking with it entirely, thus accelerating Western modernity, the emergence of Cartesian subjectivity, and 
all the suffering it entailed. However, Luther lacked a crucial condition of authenticity – the constraint on 
the manner in which one carries out one’s project, which stems from respect for the other members of one’s 
community – because of his virulent anti-Semitism, which the Nazis used to promote their ideology. On 
respect’s role in constraining authentic projects, see Varga, op. cit., 103. Like Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor W. Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), op. cit., How It Is articulates the question, ‘Was 
modernity worth all this suffering, and regardless, how should we respond to it?’ without providing easy 
answers. After all, Beckett parodies the moral calculus implied by the first half of the question in How It Is, 
as I have demonstrated in the previous chapter. For an ambitious history of the emergence of secular 
modernity from the late Middle Ages and the relationship of that emergence to contemporary social 
atomism, see Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized 
Society (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Belknap P of Harvard UP, 2012). Paul Mendes-Flohr, “Lament’s 
Hope,” in Catastrophe and Meaning, op. cit., 253-254, considers that while remembering the heroism of 
defying institutionalized cruelty is important, “the insistence of affiliating commemoration [of catastrophes 
like the Holocaust] with heroism—manly heroism, even when shared in by brave women—may . . . have 
something to do with secularization and modern European sensibilities.” How It Is implodes these 
sensibilities and calls on readers to decide what to do with the pieces.    
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forgotten what reasons I had at the age of twelve for choosing Tierra del Fuego as the site 

of W. Pinochet’s Fascists have provided my fantasy with a final echo: several of the 

islands in that area are today deportation camps” (W 164). As How It Is suggests with its 

sufferers of all colors and Perec indicates more explicitly here, Nazi Germany’s camps 

marked both a singular event and the extreme end of a global continuum of brutality 

driven by European modernity.  

The chiasmus of the two storylines crosses at Georges Perec’s thrownness into 

being as a Jew at the unfortunate date of 1936 and the unfortunate location of Paris, 

which is best expressed as a catachresis: “I know that what I say is blank, is neutral, is a 

sign, once and for all, of a once-and-for-all annihilation” (42). Repudiating his youthful 

faith in the progress of History, Perec replaces the capital H with W (double vie, double 

life), freezing the two strands of the dialectic in shock, but not silence. Perec comments 

on the relationship between his two storyworlds before the dedication page:  

In this book there are two texts which simply alternate; you might almost 
believe they had nothing in common, but they are in fact inextricably 
bound up with each other, as though neither could exist on its own, as 
though it was only their coming together, the distant light they cast on 
each other, that could make apparent what is never quite said in one, never 
quite said in the other, but said only in their fragile overlapping. (n. pag.)  

 
Whereas A Void indicates the relationship between its zany game and its cultural purpose 

only at the end, W announces the catachrestic nature of its fabulist and autobiographical 

halves before the text begins. The whimsy of Perec’s fable turns into bitterness as the 

narrator reveals the viciousness of life on W, and the muted anger of Perec’s 

autobiography coexists with expressions of wonder at the chance to live and the ability to 
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write. Just as the last chapter expanded Joyce’s historical irony by widening the rift 

between its storyworld and the worlds of its readers, so too does this one use the figures 

of catachresis and chiasmus to understand how Perec’s formally and thematically violent 

works of fiction register the difficulty of authentic expression after the Holocaust. By 

drawing on his knowledge of schizophrenia, Perec gestures toward the work of cultural 

repair.  

A brief contrast with the paranoid, anti-Semitic rhetoric of their fellow modernist 

Ezra Pound illustrates the importance of Beckett and Perec’s aesthetic distance from the 

psychosis that informs their writing. Anti-Semitism provided many interwar Europeans 

with a means of avoiding their calling to repair the damage done to their cultures by the 

Great War, a calling to which Pound responded by renewing poetry until paranoia 

overtook him as evidenced by his propaganda broadcasts from Fascist Rome, in which 

his disgust and fear circles around fantasies of Jewish financial conspiracies.25 Sustained 

anxiety does not harden into fear of an object within the world; rather, it responds to the 

anxious person’s vulnerability to his world collapsing. In world collapse, the person loses 

the relational structure that makes his activities intelligible and must start his life over if 

25 See “Ezra Pound Speaking”: Radio Speeches of World War II, ed. Leonard W. Doob 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1978). For an analysis of how Europeans sutured their legitimate anxieties 
about capitalism’s accelerating effects on culture to imaginary Jewish conspiracies, see Moishe Postone, 
“The Holocaust and the Trajectory of the Twentieth Century,” in Catastrophe and Meaning, op. cit., 81-
114. Anti-Semitism and other hateful ideologies sometimes provide stopgap solutions to psychotic people’s 
disintegrating senses of reality, as in the anti-Semitic delusions of another twentieth-century intellectual, 
the American mathematician John Forbes Nash, Jr., whose schizophrenia Liah Greenfeld discusses in 
Mind, Modernity, Madness, op. cit., 178-201. In Lacanian terms, the fantasy of the conspiratorial Jew can 
provide a quilting point for the paranoid person’s language, and thus his sense of reality. Of course, this 
stopgap solution can easily unravel into violence since it remains divorced from flexible social reality, 
rigidifying the paranoid person’s subjectivity rather than stabilizing it. It almost goes without saying, but 
for the sake of clarity, I should state here that I am neither accusing all psychotic people of anti-Semitism 
nor equating all anti-Semitism with paranoid schizophrenia.    
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he wants to live at all (Heidegger, Being 231/186). After world collapse, authentic living 

entails transforming one’s activities and the self-understanding that depends on these 

activities.26 To respond to such collapse with authentic projects rather than avoidant 

obsessions like Pound’s, one must endure the shame and anxiety that accompany the 

revelation of cultural problems.27 By representing these feelings at length, Beckett and 

Perec’s novels exercise our spirits and our sensibilities if we attend to their characters 

with care rather than turning away in exhaustion or disgust.         

II. Avoiding the Void: Tragicomic Paranoia Sans E  

Like the moral calculus of the How It Is narrator, the repetitive structures of A 

Void disavow anxiety to produce uncanny comedy; series of 26 textual units (the number 

of letters in the alphabet) and 6 dead relatives recur. With the caveat that the reader’s and 

implied author’s knowledge of the missing e functions as a safety valve, A Void stands 

among the most anxious novels ever written because of the diffuse nature of the damage 

done to its storyworld. The missing e produces not only the exhausting comedy of 

language stumbling over itself for the duration of a 300-page novel, but also a sense of 

foreboding. In a passage that functions as an overture to the temporality of the novel’s 

storyworld, Vowl speculates that “Things may look normal and natural and logical, but a 

word is but a faux-naïf talisman, a structurally unsound platform from which to sound off, 
                                                 

26 For an analysis of life after world collapse, namely the Crow Nation of Native Americans after 
European settlement in what is now the western United States destroyed their world, see the philosopher 
and psychoanalyst Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation (Cambridge, 
Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 2008).     
 
 27 The irony of the fact that the concept of authenticity I oppose to anti-Semitism comes primarily 
from Heidegger, a member of the Nazi Party, is not lost on me. By joining the party, however, Heidegger 
failed to live up to his own standard of authenticity by getting lost in the Anyone.  
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as a world of total and horrifying chaos will soon start to show through its sonorous 

inanity” (A Void 16) / “Tout a l’air normal, tout a l’air sain, tout a l’air significatif, mais, 

sous l’abri vacillant du mot, talisman naïf, gris-gris biscornu, vois, un chaos horrifiant 

transparaît, apparaît” (La Disparition 31).28 At the few points when the vast comic 

distance between their knowledge and that of readers shrinks, the characters experience 

the absent e as a source of anxiety rather than comic enjoyment since such enjoyment 

depends on the instantiation of compulsions, cultural hitches, or character flaws in objects 

within the social world, rather than woven into the social fabric as such (Zupančič, Odd 

194).  

For instance, in one episode of the American television show The Office (2005-

2013), two hitches in language solicit laughter. At a garage sale, a paper salesman named 

Andy asks his coworker, the accountant Kevin, about a board game for sale based on the 

television drama Dallas (1978-1991):  

 ANDY   
 Oh my gosh! You have the Dallas board game! 
 

KEVIN 
Yeah. When I was a kid, I was on Dallas. 

 
ANDY 
Really? 

 
 

                                                 
 28 ‘Everything seems normal, everything seems sound, everything seems significant, but within the 
shaky shelter of the word – a naïve talisman, a quirky voodoo amulet – a horrifying chaos shows through, 
appears.’ Perec’s metaphor for the word, a shaky shelter (abri vacillant), makes Heidegger’s account of 
anxiety even more appropriate since Heidegger equates uncanniness, “‘not-being-at-home’ [das Nicht-
zuhause-sein],” with feeling anxious. See Being and Time, op. cit., 233/188-189.  
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KEVIN 
Yeah. We missed our connecting flight, and we spent the entire day on 
Dallas. When we spent a week on Hawaii, I was on heaven.29  

 
Andy and Kevin’s exchange highlights the arbitrariness of English – the difference 

between Dallas and Dallas, and the pronouns in and on – without producing anxiety 

about the precariousness of their identity because the characters’ misunderstanding 

occurs within their secure world: the Scranton branch of the Dunder Mifflin paper 

company. Within that safe place, the repetition of Kevin’s usage mistake is funny since it 

reveals how our communication relies on distinctions between words as minimal as a 

single letter or a set of italics. However, if these misunderstandings involved not the finite 

game Dallas, but rather Andy and Kevin’s identities as white-collar American workers 

by highlighting the fragility of paper sales in a digitizing world with a shrinking middle 

class (perhaps an update of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman), they would make the 

characters anxious and solicit our fear and pity rather than laughter. The speed of modern 

cultural change tends to cause anxiety, in part by blurring the boundary between comedy 

and tragedy and thus people’s sense of appropriate aesthetic response.         

  According to Heidegger, the mood anxiety differs from the emotion fear because 

the former has no object and thus no location within the anxious person’s world: the 

opposite of a comic object. Instead, the anxious person feels unnerved by his very being-

in-the-world, which manifests itself as pure possibility:  

 Accordingly, when something threatening brings itself close, anxiety 
 does not ‘see’ any definite ‘here’ or ‘yonder’ from which it comes . . . 
                                                 

29 “Garage Sale,” The Office: Season Seven, Writ. Jon Vitti, Dir. Steve Carrell (Universal Studios, 
2011).     
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 Therefore that which threatens cannot bring itself close from a definite 
 direction within what is close by; it is already ‘there’, and yet 
 nowhere; it is so close that it is oppressive and stifles one’s breath,  and yet 
 it is nowhere. (Being 231/186)    
 
Anxiety, in other words, deprives us of the familiarity that enables our pre-reflective 

involvement with the social world, and thus the sense of dwelling there necessary for us 

to emerge as individuals relating to equipment and other individuals through our activity 

(Ratcliffe, Feelings 66-67). In A Void, e lurks everywhere and nowhere, conspicuous in 

every word due to its absence, but emphatically absent from the storyworld all the same. 

Heidegger’s attention to breath – uncharacteristic of him since he largely ignores the 

body – points to the embodied nature of anxiety, like all moods. The sense of uneasy 

breathing experienced in anxiety reveals, via negativa, the crucial role played by the 

rhythm of our breath in self-affection, modulation of vocal tone and silences in 

conversation, and a range of stylistic possibilities in written expression of affect. Feeling 

at home in the world requires breathing space that the Void characters lack. The 

insomniac Anton Vowl experiences anxiety when a sense of significance he cannot 

articulate creeps up on him: “His subconscious vision starts buzzing around him again, 

buzzing around and within him, choking and suffocating him” (A Void 8) / “Il croyait 

s’assoupir, mais ça fondait sur lui, dans lui, ça bourdonnait tout autour. Ça l’opprimait. 

Ça l’asphxiait” (La Disparition 22).30 This feeling of asphyxiation results from Vowl’s 

horizon collapsing as his world blurs out of focus and his mind attempts to refocus it by 

                                                 
30 ‘He was thinking of dozing off, but it was dissolving on him, into him, it was buzzing all 

around. It oppressed him. It asphyxiated him.’   
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developing paranoid delusions, searching for evidence of a system that imbues every 

aspect of his world with clear and definite meaning (A Void 5-6).          

 Hence A Void imitates schizophrenia symptoms to trouble the distinction between 

comedy and tragedy, a crucial task for articulating the Holocaust’s impact on European 

culture and the images of dignity such culture affords.31 Alenka Zupančič distinguishes 

between the aspects of ontology that the two modes highlight: “Human nature, as 

generated by the very intersection of the physiological and the symbolic, the biological 

and the cultural, has its own curious way of functioning, as well as its own way of being 

affected by its functioning. Comedy focuses on the former, and tragedy . . . mostly on the 

latter” (Odd 195). Displaying the functioning of human nature in narrative requires a 

fully realized world, even a collapsing one like the storyworld of How It Is, because 

conspicuous relationships among the paraphernalia of the world that usually withdraw in 

our day-to-day activity involving these paraphernalia – the furniture of daily life – 

produce laughter.32 With its grab bag of paraphernalia from random cultures to satisfy the 

constraint, A Void does not contain involvements among paraphernalia sustained enough 

to present such a world. Instead, metonymic lists stack up and sometimes reveal their 

purpose as nothing more than putting one e-less word in front of the other, as in the 

narrator’s description of Douglas Haig Clifford’s education:  
                                                 
 31 Schizophrenia and mood disorders thus complicate Ato Quayson’s typology of disability 
representation in Aesthetic Nervousness, op. cit., 52, namely “Disability as inarticulable and enigmatic 
tragic insight” (my emphasis). In A Void, the characters find e inarticulable and enigmatic, but their 
situation often solicits our uneasy laughter rather than fear and pity.    
 

32 I am indebted to William Blattner’s pithy definition of world as “the meaningful context of 
paraphernalia” in Heidegger’s Being and Time: A Reader’s Guide (London and New York: Continuum, 
2006), 140.    
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As for linguistics, Haig truly put in a lot of hard work, contriving to grasp, 
grosso modo, a host of grammatical, syntactical and phonic quirks, 
managing to distinguish – in, say, four words out of six – a glottal from a 
labial, a noun from a pronoun, an ordinary auxiliary from a modal 
auxiliary, a past from a conditional, a root from a suffix, a comma from a 
colon, a surd from a sonant, a chiasmus from an oxymoron, sarcasm from 
irony and, finally, pathos from bathos (and both from Porthos and Athos). 
(A Void 136)  

 
Where the mimesis ends and the page-filling logorrhea begins is unclear, but the zany 

parenthetical statement clarifies that the description of Douglas’s education has become 

pure glossolalia by the end of the passage. Douglas does not seem affected by the 

functioning of his language; rather, the narrator does, and barely, thus flattening affect to 

produce comedy. Unlike the catechist of “Ithaca,” who combines ambivalent parody of 

scientific terms with disclosing the world of 1904 Dublin and expanding it into the 

cosmos, the Void narrator stacks up specialized terms like logs and derives perverse 

enjoyment from doing so.             

The introduction thematizes the violence of the novel’s language with a Paris 

storyworld of race riots, pogroms, conspiracy theories, and unrestrained, sadistic 

violence, which reinforces the rules of the storyworld rather than overturning them, as on 

the island of W, where the rules change all the time only to provoke the athletes into 

finding new ways to attack each other rather than the architects of the blood sports they 

play.33 Every time the crowds depose a head of state, a new one springs up to take his 

                                                 
33 By the time he wrote A Void, Perec had drifted away from the Sartrean decisionism common 

among the 1968 student protesters. The critique inherent in the Void introduction and the island of W has 
more in common with the Frankfurt School social theorist Herbert Marcuse’s concept of repressive 
desublimation, the state’s encouragement of its citizens to indulge their drives in circumscribed ways in 
order to prevent the formation of more organized demands for change based on human potential. See 
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place: “a Frankish king, a hospodar, a maharajah, 3 Romuli, 8 Alarics, 6 Ataturks, 8 

Mata-Haris . . . a lot of Adolfs, a trio of Mussolinis” (A Void ix). In an allusion to the 

1968 protest graffiti declaring allegiance to Marx (Groucho), one head of state puts down 

“28 Marxists (1 Chicist, 3 Karlists, 6 Grouchists and 18 Harpists)” (x). By reveling in 

such flippant declarations of rebellion at greater length than the students themselves did 

and revealing the hollowness underlying it, A Void situates the roots of violence in 

degraded language and sensibility. The whole novel, in fact, involves shameful pleasure 

at both the mimetic and linguistic levels: “Go on, attack anything you want! A bus, a 

train, a taxi-cab, a postal van, a Victoria! A baby in a pram, if such is your fancy! Nobody 

will know” (x). The taboo appears to offer an alternative to the shameless violence of the 

introduction, but at the same time, it drives it forward by generating lists of e-less words 

torn out of the worlds in which they make the most sense.34 The sheer exuberance of the 

lists of violent acts represents an imagination coming unmoored from a sense of 

relevance and instead reveling in perverse creativity. 

Perec’s metagraphs, quotations of texts about linguistic breakdown, render the 

enjoyment of A Void’s exhausted cleverness and comic distance from its characters 

shameful by opening the novel’s horizon to cultural history, just as the characters’ 

                                                                                                                                                 
Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston: Beacon, 
1991), 56-83, first published in 1964.   

 
34 In Constraining Chance, op. cit., 136, Alison James alerted me to this pattern by pointing out 

that “The necessity of replacing forbidden words with synonyms and paraphrases seems to provoke a 
dizzying lexical ‘saturation’ . . . Perec is almost never content, in this text, to choose one word where he 
can use two or three.” This dynamic adds much to the exhausting effect of the novel’s prose and the lack of 
distinction between the voices of its characters.  
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speculations open their world to the annihilating effects of e. In the postscript that 

precedes the metagraphs, on the other hand, the narrator displays no awareness of the 

Holocaust references that creep into the text in the last few chapters, claiming instead that 

the novel’s purpose is exercising linguistic virtuosity. Perec did the same thing to his 

colleagues at Moulin d’Andé, the writing retreat in Normandy where he wrote La 

Disparition in 1968. To mitigate the solipsistic, mechanical aspects of writing an e-less 

novel, he asked his fellow writers to invent sentences without e, thus building a new, 

nearly private dialect of French by playing linguistic games with his colleagues (Bellos 

398-400). His colleagues did not know, however, that their contributions were helping 

Perec build an elliptical meditation on the Holocaust.  

The taboo on e provides a safe, playful container to test the ethos of an 

impoverished world. Perec began La Disparition soon after joining the Paris literary 

group the Oulipo (Ouvroir de Litératture Potentielle / Workshop for Potential Literature), 

a movement composed of poets, novelists, and mathematicians dedicated to researching 

the formal techniques of past writers and inventing new ones based on formal languages 

from non-literary disciplines like mathematics.35 The playful rules promoted by the 

Oulipo provided Perec a source of motivation: an obstacle to overcome other than his 

own writer’s block, though rule-bound structures would take over once more when he 

found his attempts to write W punctuated by compulsive journaling in the form of lists 

                                                 
35 For a brief overview of the Oulipo, see David Bellos, Georges Perec, op. cit., 348-349. For a 

longer one, see Daniel Levin Becker, Many Subtle Channels, op. cit. 
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recording his activities grouped into categories.36 However, the implied author of A Void 

uses the constraint not only to test his own linguistic virtuosity, but also the resources a 

degraded language makes available for narrative voice.37  

 Hence the paternal guilt inherent in the taboo functions as meta-disavowal, 

disavowing shame about an inadequate sensibility with the perverse pleasure of 

performing disavowal: the same pattern I have demonstrated in Joyce and Beckett’s 

fiction, but with less authorial distance from it. When he wrote A Void, Perec was 

familiar with psychoanalysis while skeptical of it, like Beckett. Psychoanalysis, both 

novelists were aware, cannot fully account for the representations of experience in avant-

garde fiction, though the concerns of the two disciplines often overlap to a greater extent 

than Beckett’s gestures toward negative mysticism and the Void narrator’s dismissive 

canniness indicate.  

For example, A Void contains several conspicuous violations of the incest taboo, 

and a character in a pastiche of Oedipus Rex “knows his Lacan backwards” (27). One of 

the characters even speculates about “a castrating word, a flaccid word, a vacant word 

connoting an insultingly obvious signification . . . a Lacanian chasm” (111). A Lacanian 

model of psychosis ends up informing A Void despite its author’s aloof attitude toward 

                                                 
36 Bellos’s speculation (in Georges Perec, op. cit., 543) that writing W played a causal role in the 

compulsive journaling makes sense given W’s subject matter and the difficulties Perec encountered in his 
analysis with Pontalis at the time. For an example, which Perec published in 1976, see “Attempt at an 
Inventory of the Liquid and Solid Foodstuffs Ingurgitated by Me in the Course of the Year Nineteen 
Hundred and Seventy-Four,” in Species of Spaces, op. cit., 244-249.   

 
37 I am indebted to Alison James’s argument in Constraining Chance, op. cit., 36, that “Perec’s 

obsession with the need to master language and history . . . can be understood as compensatory 
mechanisms in the face of the cruel arbitrariness of history.”  
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most intellectual celebrities like Lacan emerging in 1960s Paris, whom Perec tended to 

parody (Bellos 292). While Perec could not have read Lacan’s most important work on 

psychosis, Le Seminaire, Livre III, Les Psychoses (1981) and did not attend the seminar 

(1955-1956), he did undergo about a year of analysis (1956-1957) with another Freudian, 

Michel de M’Uzan, after falling into depression upon completing his first (unpublished) 

novel.38 Recollections of his parents that he likely wrote during this analysis ended up in 

W, unaltered save for footnotes, and “his lack of self-confidence” as a writer prompted 

him to begin this analysis, during which “His constant refrain was I am a bad son” 

(Bellos 150-154, italics in original). During his analysis with M’Uzan, he wrote a short 

story called “Le Fou” / ‘The Madman,’ and he later admired Alain Jessua’s film La Vie à 

l’envers (1964) or ‘Life Upside Down,’ which depicts schizophrenia from a first-person 

point of view, enough to draw on it when filming his own novel, A Man Asleep (Bellos 

479).  

 Most importantly, the Void narrator claims to have drawn inspiration “from a 

(modish) linguistic dogma claiming primacy for what Saussurian structuralists call a 

signifiant [signifier]” (281), the basis of Lacan’s materialist theory of the unconscious.39 

Thus Perec knew enough about the concepts underpinning Lacan’s theory to cobble 

together a similar version in the course of his analysis with M’Uzan and gathering 
                                                 

38 Michel de M’Uzan specialized in perversion and psychosomatic illness, both on full display in A 
Void. Recall Anton Vowl’s experience of asphyxiation, for example. See Michel de M’Uzan, Death and 
Identity: Being and the Psycho-Sexual Drama, trans. Andrew Weller (London: Karnac, 2013).    

 
39 Perec knew about Saussure’s linguistics from attending Roland Barthes’s seminars, as David 

Bellos points out in Georges Perec, op. cit., 378. For an overview of Lacan’s indebtedness to Saussure for 
his prioritization of the signifier over the signified, see Stijn Vanheule, The Subject of Psychosis: A 
Lacanian View (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 35-39.  
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sources for A Void. Lacan conceptualizes the unconscious as a field of linguistic patterns 

as opposed to the classical Freudian unconscious, a storehouse of thing representations 

(Darstellungen), because subjectivity inheres in particular uses of language unfolding 

over time, or signifying chains. As I have explained in the introduction, Lacan claims that 

psychosis results from foreclosing the Name-of-the-Father, the signifier that sutures the 

subject to the social world by providing rules for communication. The Name-of-the-

Father not only limits enjoyment, but also the power of the real father, a force whose 

violence prompts his descendants to develop systems of obligations and restrictions to 

keep further violence in check (Écrits 481; Vanheule 77-78). While Lacan calls these 

systems the symbolic order, I will call them culture to eliminate unnecessary jargon.  

Regardless of Perec’s intentions when he set out to write his ambitious 

lipogrammatic novel, by its conclusion, a nameless father emerges as the cause of the 

character deaths and the symptoms they experience. This explanation provides the 

implied author another means of disavowing anxiety since the psychoanalytic conceit 

does not do justice to the historical force of the novel’s storyworld. Near the end of the 

novel, the six protagonists, all adoptees, find out that two of them, Amaury Conson and 

Arthur Wilburg Savorgnan, are brothers, and the other four, Anton Vowl, Hassan Ibn 

Abou, Olga Mavrokhordatos, and Douglas Haig Clifford, are Savorgnan’s children. Their 

father’s and grandfather’s unpronounceable name makes it impossible for them to find 

him before he finishes carrying out his plot to assassinate them (226). Detective Aloysius 

Swann shows them a photo of him, which looks suspiciously like Georges Perec, “a 
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skinny man with long, curly, slightly wispy hair, thick hairy brows, a dark, bushy chin 

and an ugly, narrow gash scarring his lips,” dressed in the clothing Perec usually wore in 

the late 1960s (218).  

Because his children cannot pronounce his name, their attempts to understand 

their situation only repeat the violence that structures their world. One character reports 

receiving from Vowl “26 cartons, containing all his labours, all that hard, cryptic work 

that Vowl was carrying out in his flat,” and speculates that “it might contain all sorts of 

hints vital to our inquiry” (54-55). This passage teaches us how to read A Void. The 

novel’s meaning lies in its surfaces, not in its depths, but the characters cannot know this 

because their world lacks the resources to understand it. Vowl can only circle around the 

hole torn in his language when he attempts to discover the source of his insomnia and 

feelings of deadness by writing. Since he disappears after producing documents that the 

other characters ineffectively interpret to figure out why he disappeared, all he does is 

create 26 cartons of text, minus himself (sans voyelle), thus repeating the structure of the 

novel that erases him: 26 chapters, minus the fifth one.  

The novel’s theme, overcoming repetition compulsion to renew culture, does not 

emerge until the last few chapters, after over 200 pages of mostly inane prose. Since 

Sianne Ngai has already written an aesthetics of boredom and irritation, I will focus on 

Perec’s debt to Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalysis and his transcendence of this 

framework due to its relative inattentiveness to affect.40 In fact, the experience of reading 

40 On boredom and irritation, see the chapter entitled “Stuplimity,” which I discussed in my 
previous chapter, and “Irritation,” both in Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings, op. cit., 248-297 and 174-208. 
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the novel resembles the contemporary phenomenologies of schizophrenia I discussed in 

the previous chapter. Whenever the characters see an image of their father or grandfather 

or start to understand the principles structuring the plot he uses to kill them, they 

disappear, die, or descend into madness. For example, Vowl’s uncle Amaury Conson 

begins experiencing delusions that someone has poisoned him after he reflects on the 

resemblance of his situation to Malcolm Lowry’s novel Under the Volcano (1947), which 

also foregrounds the death drive and psychotic breaks with reality, though he cannot 

think of its title since it contains an e. After considering several other novels that 

influenced Perec, Conson hits on “La Disparition?”, and, in the English version, “Or 

Adair’s translation of it?” (201). This triggers his paranoia as he falls into a shallow pit, 

thus repeating, in a far less affecting manner, the tragic ending of the Lowry novel he 

cannot recall, before he attacks his brother Savorgnan for showing him a photo of the 

man they later realize is their father. The photo, of course, fills in the missing space on 

Conson’s 26-space display board (222).       

Whenever the father figure makes himself manifest in the text, not only do the 

characters disintegrate, but so too does the narrator. His voice dissolves into logorrhea, as 

in the police report on Anton Vowl’s disappearance: 

That month’s K. Count was instantly put in by Mission ‘NATO-cosmic’ 
5/28-Z.5. Anton Vowl was not on it. In addition, an anti-abduction plan, 

Several researchers have made efforts to give affect a more central place in Freudian and Lacanian 
psychoanalysis. See the psychoanalysts André Green, The Fabric of Affect in the Psychoanalytic 
Discourse, trans. Alan Sheridan (London and New York: Routledge, 1999) and Jacques-Alain Miller, “On 
Shame,” in Jacques Lacan and the Other Side of Psychoanalysis, ed. Justin Clemens and Russell Grigg 
(Durham: Duke UP, 2006), 1-28  and the literature scholars Charles Shepherdson, Lacan and the Limits of 
Language (New York: Fordham UP, 2008), 81-100 and Shelly Brivic, Joyce through Lacan and Žižek, op. 
cit., 156-160.   
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 jointly drawn up by Mission ‘off days’ 8/28-Z.5, introduction L 18, and by 
 ‘cosmic 1A’, was soon circulating to all GRCs, SR assistants, SM 
 assistants, HCIs, ONIs, CICs, ‘G.3’s, BNDs, SIDs and ‘Prima 2’s – all, 
 that is, saving MI5, but including stimuli to various unorthodox 
 commando units. (62)   

 
This passage demonstrates the drive inherent in the text: just letters and numbers 

churning around, far beyond the needs of using specialized jargon to create 

verisimilitude. The novel just about loses its mimetic dimension entirely here as the 

implied author indicates that the novel’s for-the-sake-of-which is putting one e-less word 

in front of the other. Though we do not find out about the paternal plot against the 

characters until late in the novel, the father figure lurks at the end of this passage in 

intelligence about “the soi-disant Bushy Man from Ankara” (62, italics in original).              

In Lacan’s theory of psychosis, the psychotic person breaks with reality after 

encountering the real father, an event that puts his already fragile sense of self in 

question. The closest analogue to this encounter in contemporary psychology is 

retraumatization, “in which a person who has been traumatized in childhood becomes 

psychotic following a further trauma in adult life” (Bentall 132), which carries none of 

the controversial gender politics inherent in Lacan’s term. However, Lacan’s Freudian 

metaphor is appropriate for characters like Amaury Conson and the European children of 

Perec’s generation who both lost their earliest caregivers and experienced postwar 

trauma. As if the primal father of Totem and Taboo (1913) had burst from mythology into 

lived history, a hypermasculine aggressor, National Socialism, really did destroy Perec’s 

parents and cut him off from his childhood world.  
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The psychotic Void narrator displays no knowledge of the resemblances between 

the Nazis’ impact on European culture and his narrative of disappearance and death, but 

the perverse implied author does. In fact, Vowl disappears because he comes too close to 

the implied author’s position relative to e, i.e., he almost moves from foreclosing e to 

disavowing it. In his diary, he “claims both to know and not know; or, should I say, not 

know but also know . . .’” (52), nearly the structure of disavowal, which splits knowledge 

of a fetish’s ordinariness with attribution of magical value to it through one’s activity of 

deriving perverse pleasure from it: “I know very well, but still…” (Žižek 18).41 Unlike 

How It Is, which combines psychosis and perversity in a single narrator, this novel 

features an enormous gap between the narrator and the implied author as evidenced by 

the metagraphs that follow the postscript. E  appears only in the metagraphs, which 

themselves do not appear in the table of contents, implying an author who understands 

the purpose of the constraint that drives the narrative as opposed to the narrator, who has 

as little access to e as the characters do.  

In the postscript, the narrator does speak of “L’ambition du «Scriptor»” / ‘The 

ambition of the "Author"’ (La Disparition 309), but he remains ignorant of how the 

implied author’s intention syncs up with postwar history. Scriptor is Perec’s neologism, 

which he must have formulated from the noun script. Écrire en script means “to print” as 

                                                 
41 In Crises of Memory and the Second World War (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard UP, 

2006), 206-211, Susan Rubin Suleiman analyzes pretertion, “the paradoxical figure of affirmation and 
denial, of saying and not saying” present in W and Raymond Federman’s novel Double or Nothing: A Real 
Fictitious Discourse (1971), by comparing it to Freud’s explanation of fetishism as the defensive splitting 
of the ego. My analysis demonstrates that preterition/fetishism characterizes A Void more accurately than 
W, and that catachresis/mourning is more central to the latter work.      
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opposed to writing in cursive, so scriptor connotes a more material function than that 

performed by an auteur, with its connotation of creation (Oxford Language). Since e-less 

French forbids the first-person pronoun je and e-less English forbids the definite article 

the, Adair renders the third-person postscript as first-person. Perec’s original backs up my 

theory of a wide gap between narrator and implied author, especially the postscript’s title, 

“Sur l’ambition qui, tout au long du fatigant roman qu’on a, souhaitons-nous, lu sans 

trop d’omissions, sur l’ambition, donc, qui guida la main du scrivain” / ‘On the ambition 

that, throughout the tiring novel that you have, we hope, read without too many 

omissions, on the ambition, so to say, that guided the hand of the writer’ (La Disparition 

309, italics in original).42 Note the narrator’s dim awareness of the author as a whole, 

living person; he can only speak of his hand, like Swann invoking “la mort / la mort aux 

doigts d’airain, / la mort aux doigts gourds” / ‘death / death with bronze fingers / death 

with numb fingers’ at the end of the final chapter: a more depersonalized version of the 

dead voices routine in Godot since this death lacks an expressive voice (La Disparition 

305). Recall, also, that death says the characters – “la mort nous a dit” – uttering them 

out of existence by the novel’s conclusion (La Disparition 304).         

Just as the narrator describes the author as a dead mechanical function, so too 

does he understand only one aspect of his intention, expanding fiction’s technical range, 

like Perec’s fellow Oulipian Raymond Queneau’s story collection Exercises de Style 

(1947). Proclaiming his fidelity to Queneau (spelling duly altered) and other members of 

42 Scrivain is another neologism, based on the forbidden word écrivain (writer). 
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the Oulipo, the narrator revels in the author’s virtuoso performance, declaring that the 

author pursued his “passion – for accumulation, saturation, imitation, quotation, 

translation, and automatisation” (A Void 282). Passion entails a desire strong enough to 

stake one’s identity on it, but the numbing rhythm and rhyme of this passion’s objects 

drains the text of passion and turns it back into compulsion, the writer motivated by 

orality rather than desire: “il y assouvissait, jusqu’à plus soif, un instinct aussi constant 

qu’infantin” (he was satisfying, to the point of greater thirst, an instinct as constant as it 

was infantile) (La Disparition 310).43 The text connotes an addict getting his fix from 

spinning out lipogrammatic sentences rather than an author making aesthetic choices with 

readerships in mind.   

This tired automatic writing, with lists of words proliferating as the constraint 

draws out the narrator’s vocabulary like tickertape, comes up short when faced with the 

metagraphs. Their pithy, elegiac tone clashes with the postscript and resonates with 

Swann’s repeated invocation of death at the end of chapter 26 to suture the novel to the 

historical loss its narrator cannot represent. Placing the postscript between this chapter 

and the metagraphs highlights the contrast. In the metagraphs, the implied author quotes 

the Romantic poet Gérard de Nerval: “. . . should we retrieve the letter which has been 

lost or the sign which has been effaced, should we reconstruct the dissonant scale, we 

43 Perec changed the adjective enfantin to the neologism infantin to satisfy the constraint. See also 
Amaury Conson’s speculation about the author in A Void, trans. Gilbert Adair (London: Vintage, 2008), 
198: “‘I can’t stop thinking that I’m in a sort of roman à tiroirs, a thick, Gothic work of fiction with lots of 
plot twists and a Russian doll construction . . . a work . . . in which an author’s imagination runs so wild, in 
which his writing is so stylistically outlandish, his plotting so absurd, of an inspiration so capricious and 
inconstant, so gratuitous and instinctual, you’d think his brain was going soft!’” (italics in original)     
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shall regain our authority in the world of the mind” (A Void 284, italics in original). 

Nerval’s metaphor captures Lacan’s idea of the Name-of-the-Father well because the 

barely material dimension of the signifier helps constitute mental coherence by imbuing 

communication with a sense of accountability to others. Effacement is a fine synonym for 

Lacan’s term foreclosure, in which a person rejects the Name-of-the-Father and thus 

becomes psychotic, as opposed to most people, neurotics who repress it, and perverse 

subjects, who disavow it (Seminar III 321).44 In the plot, the paternal name disavowed by 

the implied author and foreclosed by the characters imposes coherence on the apparently 

random character deaths since the protagonists’ father and grandfather, we find out late in 

the novel, has hunted his descendants around the globe to satisfy a family law against 

having more than one son due to relatives murdering the next inheritor of the family 

wealth over and over again, thus decimating the family (236-237).    

The version of psychosis on display in A Void has an even more material 

dimension than Lacan’s; the difference is one of degree rather than kind. A letter has 

been foreclosed from the text, not just a signifier. The material aspects of the novel’s 

discourse assert themselves because of the missing e: “A piece of equipment is obtrusive, 

when another piece of equipment on which it relies is missing” (Blattner 57). But a letter 

is more than paraphernalia within a world; for both Lacan and Heidegger, language plays 

a crucial role in constituting people’s senses of social reality as such. Foreclosing a letter, 

especially a common vowel like e, entails foreclosing millions of signifiers, thus shutting 

                                                 
 44 Foreclosure is the English translation of forclusion, Lacan’s translation of Freud’s term 
Verwerfung (rejection). For an overview of foreclosure’s meaning and its relationship to Freud’s concepts, 
see Stijn Vanheule, The Subject of Psychosis, op. cit., 66-70.     
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down possibilities for disclosing many worlds and rendering Perec’s family name less 

important. One letter can make all the difference. For example, my colleague posted the 

following sentence on the website Facebook, an increasingly important locus of culture: 

“Typo of the day: ‘self-efficacy has been linked in multiple studies to student writers’ 

successful composting strategies.’” The extra t she added to composing led me to reply as 

follows without giving it much thought, playfully mimicking her syntax and diction: 

“Composting was my second-grade science project, which won an award. Grandpa-

efficacy led to that successful strategy.” The t resulting from my colleague’s 

typographical error functioned like the madeleine in Proust’s novel In Search of Lost 

Time because the word composting, which I have not encountered for a long time as a 

city-dweller who does not compost his trash, disclosed the childhood world of my 

grandparents’ house and land in rural Pennsylvania, just as the madeleine discloses 

Marcel’s childhood world of Combray. I had already shifted memories of my grandfather 

into my preconscious because I had written the sentence dedicating this dissertation to 

him earlier that day, so my mind was primed for responding to such a reminder. Yet if 

my colleague’s keyboard were missing the letter t, the probability of her accidentally 

sparking this world-disclosing memory would decrease by a great deal.       

Like me speculating about a keyboard missing t, the Void characters invent 

theories about the cause of their world’s degradation, like after Olga Mavrokhordatos 

dies from a seizure caused by glimpsing a family heirloom (likely containing e) in the 

belly of a fish she was filleting for dinner: a tragicomic repetition of August B. Clifford’s 
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death. Savorgnan speculates about Mavrokhordatos’s last word, Maldiction: “‘For my 

part, I’d say that it all has to do with a malign trauma, a tumour, a condition, anyhow, 

blanking out Olga’s vocal chords, thus implying a constriction or an inflammation 

inhibiting, or, at worst, actually prohibiting any possibility of diction – so ‘Maldiction’” 

(A Void 196). According to Lacan, in psychotic subjectivity, symbolization and 

abstraction breaks down in favor of language affecting the physical body (Leader 104-

105). In other words, “whatever is refused in the symbolic order [i.e. culture]. . . 

reappears in the real” (Lacan, Seminar III 13), like Anton Vowl’s presence in the 

storyworld as opposed to fading into the background as an e in the grammar.  

At the occasional moments when the characters’ theories draw close to the 

reader’s knowledge of the novel’s structuring principle, the reader’s massive ironic 

distance from them begins to close. When the reader’s self-affection as a reader wanes 

due to the exhausting nature of a plot composed of one flat, zany incident after another, 

the narrator attempts to revive it by describing hyper-reflexive thinking: the 

phenomenology of schizophrenia I described in the last chapter as a phenomenology of 

reading A Void. For example, Savorgnan and Conson speculate that they exist in a zany 

novel created by an author who “‘has rigorously to sift all his words – I say, all, from 

nouns down to lowly conjunctions – as if totally bound by a rigid, cast-iron law!’” (198-

199, emphasis in original). Readers reflecting on characters reflecting on the reflexivity 

necessary to produce the novel that contains them provides the clearest example of hyper-

reflexivity I have yet to encounter.  
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Louis A. Sass and Josef Parnas call the initial disruption of the schizophrenic 

person’s self-affection that begins the vicious circle of hyper-reflexivity “basal disruption 

of the act of awareness” in which the flat materiality of paraphernalia becomes 

conspicuous as opposed to paraphernalia’s usual withdrawal into its practical 

relationships with other paraphernalia characteristic of day-to-day human existence (83). 

The removal of e functions as that basal irritation in A Void. In the first chapter, the 

insomniac Anton Vowl finally starts falling asleep while listening to music on the radio 

when he hears: “‘And now for a public announc-. . .’ Damn that static!” (4, ellipses in 

original), which jolts him awake again. He then begins hallucinating and tries to find a 

pattern in his rug by staring at it for four days straight, “pursuing an illusion of instant 

salvation in which it would all unfold in front of him” (6). His hallucinations include a 

bookcase missing the fifth of 26 books (12). The disruption of Anton’s self-affection by a 

vowel leads to his descent into madness and disappearance, and the disruption of the 

other protagonists’ lives by their friend Vowl’s disappearance leads to further hyper-

reflexivity, and on and on. Perec sets the plot of A Void in motion not with conflict, but 

with irritation in the fabric of the language on which that plot depends.  

This level of authorial self-reflexivity coupled with the characters’ useless 

interpretive labor provokes our sympathy for a little while, but as the pattern continues 

for about 300 pages, that sympathy wears thin and the ironic gap between us and them 

widens, just as the schizophrenic person’s hyperactive thinking worsens the problem of 

diminished self-affection rather than compensating for it effectively. For example, the 
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solicitor Hassan Ibn Abou dies after reading Vowl’s manuscript, which gestures, via the 

missing fifth of its 26 folios, toward the foreclosed letter (68). Then, like Vowl, his body 

disappears, the repetition leeching Vowl’s dignity from the text.              

The ironic distance heightens when we discover that the characters live in a world 

without “The Raven” and Hamlet, but rather “Black Bird” and Hamlet’s “Living, or not 

living” soliloquy: “Anton’s painstaking transcription, word for word, without any 

annotations, any marginalia at all” (100). Adair rightly replaces five of the e-less versions 

of French poems included in La Disparition with classics of English literature that inform 

the Bildung of any reader who has taken a literature survey. The fact that Adair manages 

to retain each poem’s basic denotation and something of the diction speaks to the breadth 

of his vocabulary, but the constricted tonal range of each poem speaks to what Perec was 

trying to accomplish in this chapter. “No!” (1844), the humorist Thomas Hood’s 

curmudgeonly homage to November English weather, becomes a meditation on the 

disintegration of language and psyche in Adair’s version: “No books, no words, no 

thoughts, no clarity – / No thing!” (104, italics in original). For the characters, such 

nihilism characterizes all literature rather than just the monstrous pastiches that we see in 

the poems by virtue of our Bildung, which depends on the presence of e in our language.         

By unknowingly asking readers to do more fruitless interpretive work, the 

characters become contemptible, not just pathetic, when they name several linguists and 

literary critics who might help them connect Vowl’s manuscripts to his disappearance. 

The manuscripts contain no complex symbolism to decode or depths to plumb, just an 
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impoverished sensibility, and the Roman Jakobson or Noam Chomsky of this storyworld 

would know nothing of e either. At this point, however, the characters demonstrate not 

only their awareness that a letter is missing, but also the emotional implications of such 

an absence. The grim tone of Augustus B. Clifford’s monologue on the subject resembles 

one of Beckett’s Trilogy narrators: “‘O, vain papyrus drawn back, unavoidably back, into 

its own blank womb; a tract of a non-tract, a nihilistic tract localising that oblivion 

huddling, crouching, within a word, gnawing away at its own root, a rotting pip, a 

scission, a distraction . . .’” (111). The ironic distance between readers and characters 

closes during Clifford’s monologue because of both the characters’ knowledge of their 

predicament and the appearance of a voice distinct enough from the weary zaniness of the 

preceding third of the novel to comment on it:  

“Within a Logos, in its marrow, so to say, lurks a domain that for us is off-
limits, a zonal injunction that nobody can broach and to which no 
suspicion can attach: a Void, a Blank, a missing sign prohibiting us on a 
daily basis from talking, from writing, from using words with any thrust or 
point, mixing up our diction and abolishing our capacity for rigorous vocal 
articulation in favor of a gurgling mumbo jumbo.” (112)     

 
While the narrator’s noncommittal metonymic slippage continues as one noun or verb 

proliferates into two or three, le mot juste emerges. Clifford briefly develops style, in 

other words. By describing the characters’ dialogue as “a gurgling mumbo jumbo” / “un 

gargouillis strangulant” (La Disparition 129), he highlights the embodied nature of the 

characters. The psychiatrist Giovanni Stanghellini and the philosopher René Rosfort posit 

the person’s experience of his own body as the primary discloser of his vulnerability 

because his body’s otherness “reveals a suffering passivity in the existence of the self,” 
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the opposite of zaniness as undifferentiated activity (71). Zanies have no time to be 

affected in this way. Perec’s puppets develop heft and sinew through our realization that 

even as the taboo generates their zany prolixity, it also belabors their expression of affect, 

“stifling all our crying and sighing, sobbing and blubbing” (A Void 140), like the mud in 

How It Is, rather than just providing them mechanical, comic enjoyment.  

The implied author does not allow such affecting insights without madness and 

death descending on the characters. The next day, Clifford wakes up after an acute 

psychotic episode in which the word vowel – “fowl or foul or Vow or Voyal?” – causes 

language to flood his brain with “a confusing, amorphous outpouring” over which he has 

no control (116). Instead of fighting the dissolution of his mind into culture like the How 

It Is narrator, Clifford capitulates. The text gives us every reason to believe that Clifford 

experienced an influx of words containing e, since he recalls “words without 

pronunciation, signification or transcription” charged with overwhelming significance 

(116). As a result of living in the world he does, he lacks the understanding necessary to 

speak, write, or make sense of words containing e, hence their manifestation as a dazzling 

revelation. He then finds himself drawn to a mysterious box Vowl left behind and 

suddenly dies after seeing a tanka on it that must contain e (117). Louis A. Sass calls such 

experiences of inarticulable significance the Stimmung, part of schizophrenia’s prodromal 

phase before the onset of acute psychosis and compensatory delusions: “The experience 

can involve a kind of conjoint and rather contradictory sense of meaningfulness and 

meaninglessness, of significance and insignificance, which could be described as an 
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‘anti-epiphany’” (Madness 44). Hence Perec’s schizophrenic characters travesty Joyce’s 

disclosure of worlds through epiphanies, as Beckett does with his servants’ sense of 

reality unravelling in Watt – “The Laurel into Daphne,” as Arsene says in his reversal of 

Ovid (203) – but they possess less depth than Beckett’s characters and thus solicit less 

empathy from readers. For instance, despite the repetition inherent in the Watt 

storyworld, namely the seriality of its servants’ roles, Beckett does allow Arsene twenty 

pages for his “short statement,” enough to empathize with the disintegration of his world, 

and many more pages depicting Watt’s experience via free-indirect discourse (199).45 

The Watt narrator commits himself to sustained centers of consciousness, however 

incoherent; the Void narrator does not.         

III. Owning the Void: Authentic Dying, Paranoid Reading, and Radical Empathy 

 In A Void, the metagraphs reverse the numbing comic repetition of the previous 

300 pages, thus allowing the implied author to justify his violence retroactively. Quoting 

an anthropologist, he says, “The language of the Papuans is very impoverished; each 

tribe has its own language, and its vocabulary is ceaselessly diminished because, after 

every death, a few words are eliminated as a sign of mourning” (285, italics in original). 

In a sinister paradox, mourning blurs into melancholy since the mourning ritual of 

deleting words from one’s language binds the mourners together by doing violence to 

their ability to understand themselves as members of a community. This ritualized 

                                                 
 45 In Madness and Modernism, op. cit., 55-56, Louis A. Sass points out that Beckett’s novels tend 
to remain in the anxious space triggered by the anti-epiphany rather than focusing on the onset of the 
Stimmung. He is right about the Trilogy and How It Is, but not Watt, Beckett’s moment of transition into 
disclosing storyworlds from the sole point of view of schizophrenic narrators and thus coming into his own 
as a novelist.      
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annihilation has an effect closer to swallowing liquid that burns one’s larynx than 

scarifying one’s body: a ritual characteristic of a cult rather than a community. The Void 

storyworld, we realize, bears on our world, and not just because of its setting in a place 

that resembles France in 1968. The metagraphs reveal what we thought was just a finite 

game as a melancholy response to the Holocaust and thus part of an infinite task: coping 

with the legacy of the concentration camps.  

 Anton Vowl’s catastrophizing speculations now heighten in significance as they 

stand out from the feelings of asphyxiation and florid delusions that nearly drowned them 

out heretofore: “A gap will yawn, achingly, day by day, it will turn into a colossal pit, an 

abyss without foundation, a gradual invasion of words by margins, blank and 

insignificant, so that all of us, to a man, will find nothing to say” (A Void 16, my 

emphasis), or as the Francophone Vowl puts it, “Un à un, nous nous tairons à jamais” / 

‘One by one, we fall silent forever’ (La Disparition 32). In this apocalyptic vision, Vowl 

foresees a time when humans will lose their desire to narrate their experiences, language 

will fade into silence, and our ability to understand our worlds and thus preserve and 

transform them will fizzle out: a level of degradation far beyond that of the How It Is 

narrator’s compulsion to narrate collective experience, “the voice of us all who all all 

those here before me and to come” (137).46 After all, the Nazis had nearly destroyed the 

                                                 
 46 It seems plausible that Gilbert Adair had this haunting How It Is phrase in mind when 
translating a section of La Disparition into this passage since “all of us” reverses “of us all.” The “voice of 
us all” phrase in Comment c’est, op. cit., 136, is “notre voix à tous quels tous tous ceux ici avant moi et à 
venir” (my emphasis). However, the corresponding image in La Disparition (Paris: Éditions Denoël, 1969), 
32 (quoted above) does not read like a reversal of the Comment c’est description of the collective voice, 
despite the La Disparition image’s clear thematic reversal of the Comment c’est conceit of many voices 
joining into one, invading the narrator’s body, and demanding that he narrate them. My understanding of 
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world of democratic Europe and had succeeded in silencing two thirds of its Jewish 

voices forever, a fact obscured by the quick pace of rebuilding after the war.  

 Understandably enough, most Europeans preferred not to dwell on how close their 

world came to collapse. As a Jewish war orphan, however, Perec did not have much 

choice. While Europe’s growing middle class focused on the minutiae of their daily lives, 

Perec did the opposite: “‘I have no childhood memories’: I made this assertion with 

confidence, with almost a kind of defiance. It was nobody’s business to press me on this 

question. It was not a set topic on my syllabus. I was excused: a different history, History 

with a capital H, had answered the question in my stead: the war, the camps” (W 6). Perec 

had to fight for the embrace of everyday life characteristic of his mature fiction. While A 

Void sheds light on a historical event well-known at the time of its publication as opposed 

to exposing an insidious injustice, the anti-Semitic nature of the Holocaust and Vichy 

France’s complicity with it were not much discussed in Europe and the United States 

until the 1960s and 1970s, when Perec wrote A Void and W (Postone and Santner 3-4; 

Judt 816-820). As Arthur Wilburg Savorgnan says, “‘Nobody’s willing to talk about it, to 

put a word to it, so causing us all to fall victim to a form of damnation of which nothing 

is known’” (197). Only in the 1990s, when the French government was staffed by 

officials young enough during the occupation not to feel responsibility for what happened 

in the early forties, were official declarations of responsibility forthcoming, such as that 

of President Jacques Chirac’s Prime Minister, Jean-Pierre Raffarin, who said at the 2005 

                                                                                                                                                 
the human vocation as preserving and transforming worlds comes from Hubert L. Dreyfus’s foreword to 
Carol J. White, Time and Death: Heidegger’s Analysis of Finitude (Aldershot, Engl., and Burlington, Ver.: 
Ashgate, 2005), xxvi-xxxiii.   
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opening of Jerusalem’s Holocaust Museum, “France was at times an accomplice in this 

shame. She is bound forever by the debt she has incurred” (qtd. in Judt 820).   

 While Raffarin’s statement demonstrates the hazy boundary between international 

politics and collective expressions of shame, the overall thrust of Perec’s metagraphs falls 

squarely on the collective expression side. The metagraphs help us understand that the 

characters’ zany efforts to prevent their own demise represent the best they can do to 

preserve their world even though their world does not seem worth preserving to us and 

their efforts seem pathetically futile. Occasionally, when our comic distance from them 

closes as in Clifford’s monologue and Anton’s speculations, they register awareness of 

their world’s inexpressiveness and thus reveal glimmers of being-towards-death. For 

Heidegger, death does not mean demise, the event that occurs at the end of a person’s life 

(Dreyfus, Foreword xvii), but rather “. . . the possibility of no-longer-being-able-to-be-

there . . . the possibility of the absolute impossibility of Dasein” (Being 294/250). Falling 

out of love at the end of a long-term relationship is one example of death because the 

commitment that structured one’s practices and helped organize one’s affects fades, and 

thus the ongoing actualization of one’s potential in an identity constituted by those 

practices: the infinite game of being the beloved’s partner and the world disclosed by the 

relationship. In other words, authentic dying is a way of life in which people recognize 

the ungroundedness of their practices and thus “work hard to preserve the intelligibility 

of their current world” while remaining open to anomalies in that world indicating that 

their identities cannot continue: in the falling out of love case, changes in the beloved to 
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which the partner cannot respond; in the Void characters’ case, the demise of their friends 

and the inarticulateness of their speech (Dreyfus, Foreword xxvii-xxviii). Because of this 

way of life’s flexibility and openness to anxiety, being-towards-death is the opposite of 

structuring one’s life around guilty taboos, including fear of demise, which shrinks one’s 

identity by disavowing its potential for change and its reliance on one’s world. After the 

human animal perishes, its world will continue in most cases.  

 In Heidegger’s model, death operates on both an individual and a collective level. 

In both cases, “death is world-collapse, and authentic dying means both resisting world-

collapse by preserving and trying to make sense of anomalies, while at the same time 

remaining open to possible world-collapse, thereby being able, should it happen, to 

accept it as making possible a new beginning” (Drefyus, Foreword xxxiii). On the 

individual level, resistance is futile and no new beginning is possible for the Void 

characters. They can only disappear and perish rather than die. On the collective level, 

the public good that the narrator proclaims to animate the author’s commitment to writing 

a severely constrained novel, expanding fiction’s technical range, is not emotionally 

adequate to the novel’s tone, and the size of that public, the Oulipo and other avant-

gardists, is too small for the historical moment the novel evokes, however indirectly, and 

its focus on the degradation of language itself. By identifying with the author imagined as 

an expert lipogram player, the narrator sets himself up for the psychotic break at the end 

of the novel, when the thin rationale for the storyworld’s existence ruptures. According to 

Lacan, some psychotic people compensate for the fragility of their subjectivity by 
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identifying with the lifestyles of others and treating them as rigid sets of rules, but if they 

are prevented from following the rules, an acute psychotic episode can follow (Seminar 

III, 204-205).  

 The enormous gap between the finite game that seems to motivate most of the 

novel and the infinite game of coping with the Holocaust called for by the metagraphs 

sends readers searching for significance in the rest of the novel by finding resemblances 

between it and Perec’s autobiography, which W enables, because the shame of 

encountering the metagraphs after enjoying 300 pages of zany prolixity borders on 

unbearable. The resemblances occur on both the macro-level of the Holocaust and the 

micro-level of Perec’s childhood experiences. On the macro-level, Savorgnan notes that 

after the bloodletting in pursuit of the family inheritance, “only a third of our family at 

most was still intact,” the same proportion as the Jewish population of Europe after the 

Holocaust (A Void 236). The existence of all six protagonists breaks a law governing 

human reproduction, like the Nazis’ Nuremberg Laws. To stop the continuous murders of 

the inheritors by those next in line, the ancestors of the Void characters have the options 

of murdering each woman after she gives birth to her first son, chopping off the testicles 

of each man after his wife gives birth, and murdering or exposing all sons born after the 

first one: a presentation of comparably horrifying, inane violence rather than a 

representation of historical events (236-237).  

 Savorgnan’s wrist has an e-shaped depression in it, like the numbers tattooed on 

concentration camp inmates or the yellow star Jews had to wear in Nazi-occupied 
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territory, and he thus has trouble getting into Ankara, Turkey, where his father was born 

(245). After overhearing the whispers of the customs officials who bar him from entering 

the city, he realizes that all the members of his family have the same mark on their wrist 

(245). In the autobiographical storyline of W, Perec recalls primary school during the 

early days of the war, and History intrudes with similar anxiety, as if from nowhere. After 

winning a medal for good behavior, he remembers children falling into each other on a 

staircase after a few started pushing each other and having his medal torn off by his 

falsely accusing teacher: “. . . the sensation in my whole body of a loss of balance 

imposed by others . . . remains so deeply imprinted on my body that I wonder if this 

memory does not in fact conceal its precise opposite: not the memory of a medal torn off, 

but the memory of  a star pinned on” (54). Perec never wore the yellow star because his 

mother sent him to the free zone with the Red Cross before French Jews were required to 

wear it (Bellos 55-57), but he speculates about it anyway, as if investing so much 

emotion in this memory of children’s cruelty is shameful given the large-scale cruelty 

that he escaped. Hence the micro- and macro-levels bleed into each other.  

 Finally, the foreclosed Name-of-the-Father conceit structuring A Void syncs up 

with a specific childhood memory. Knowing his father only by his Gentile-sounding 

nickname André rather than his real name, Icek Judko, probably saved Perec’s life. The 

officials at the Catholic school he attended in the free zone listed his father’s name as 

André on his baptism certificate, so when the Nazis checked the school register looking 

for Jews in 1943, they saw a listing for a boy named Georges, the son of André and 
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Cécile Perec, and thought nothing of it (Bellos 71-74). In W, Perec thematizes foreclosure 

with an overabundance of significance, as if to make up for the lack of it in A Void. He 

fills in Anton Vowl’s delusional figure in the carpet, “a protological point of origin 

gradually maturing into a global panorama, an abysmal chasm discharging X-rays (which 

is to say, not a radiographical ‘X’ but that, in maths, indicating an unknown quantity)” 

(6).  Perec recalls an old bearded man (the murderous bushy-chinned patriarch from A 

Void?) sawing a board “on a saw-horse made of a pair of up-ended parallel crosses, each 

in the shape of an X (called a ‘Saint Andrew’s Cross’ in French)” near the house where 

he lived with his uncle and aunt after the war (W 76). He then contorts the sign of his 

father’s false name, “the mathematical unknown,” and the letter used to strike out words 

on a typewriter into “the starting point for a geometrical fantasy” that quilts together the 

story of his childhood:  a swastika, the SS insignia, the Star of David (77). Neither 

Vowl’s unsolved variable nor Perec’s plethora of solutions to it discloses a world. 

Moving from the Void X to the W X means leaping from a collapsing horizon to an 

impossible in-order-to: History with a capital H, once more, rather than lived experience.    

 Reading passages of A Void as Perec’s attempts to disavow his family history is 

paranoid in Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s sense of the word. Paranoia avoids the riskiness of 

shame by mimicking what it fears rather than responding to it affectively (131). For 

instance, many Foucauldian readings of literary texts downplay their expressive aspects 

by searching for manifestations of power-knowledge that negate the possibility of 

expression in favor of reproducing dominant discourses even in ostensibly subversive 
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texts. In such paranoid readings, the value of texts depends on the extent to which they 

mimic the critic’s act of exposing power-knowledge, so reading texts in this way 

performs the omnipresence of power-knowledge assumed by such readings in the first 

place, thus turning this omnipresence into a self-fulfilling prophecy. According to 

Sedgwick, “Whatever account it may give of its own motivation, paranoia is 

characterized by placing, in practice, an extraordinary stress on the efficacy of knowledge 

per se – knowledge in the form of exposure” (139). The exposing critic and the exposing 

text stand over against the affective dimensions of the characters’ experiences in mutual 

skepticism. Paranoia’s exclusive “faith in demystifying exposure” short-circuits pleasure, 

as in appreciating the power of Perec’s imagination to fight against his self-imposed 

constraint, and makes gradually repairing one’s culture by assessing problems seem naïve 

(144).           

 What makes hunting A Void for mutilated references to its author’s autobiography 

different from garden-variety paranoid reading is the radical empathy it engenders. 

Paranoid reading puts us in a similar interpretive position as the characters, but without 

imaginatively simulating their experiences. Just as they attempt to understand the source 

of their world’s impoverishment with inadequate resources for doing so – interpretive 

strategies doomed to fail – so too do we attempt to suture the gap between the infinite 

game the metagraphs call for and the finite game of the lipogram by playing a finite game 

ourselves: hunting for cryptic allusions to the Holocaust. We thus become zany, paranoid 
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readers, like the characters, and the metagraphs manage to close the distancing effect 

solicited by representations of zaniness.            

 W releases us from this zany activity by revealing that Perec has no world-

transforming project, just anomalies to preserve. He writes about a time with no Gestalt, 

like Vowl’s world coming out of focus early in A Void. After entering the free zone at age 

six, Perec recalls memories with “nothing that binds them together,” relatives with no 

faces, and years of drawing human figures and vehicles with disconnected parts (W 69). 

Vowl’s experience of disorientation seems like an exaggeration of the young Perec’s, as 

does Vowl’s pastiche of Adolfo Bioy Casares’s science fiction novel The Invention of 

Morel (1940), in which a fugitive finds holographic people reliving the same week over 

and over again on a deserted island: a simulated world that makes involvement 

impossible. The extreme alienation of Vowl’s protagonist, who finds himself “living in a 

film” (23) with which he cannot interact, recalls Perec’s supplementation of his parental 

memories – only one for each parent (W 26) – with detailed descriptions of the 

photographs that survive, like one of his mother holding him as a toddler: “I have fair 

hair with a very pretty forelock (of all my missing memories, that is perhaps the one I 

most dearly wish I had: my mother doing my hair, and making that cunning curl)” (W 

49). The photographs not only document what his parents looked like, but they remind 

him of his inability to touch them. Hence writing about the photos in such detail involved 

great pain and the strength necessary to endure it.   
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 In W, Perec refuses the faith in exposure characteristic of paranoia in favor of 

patiently expressing suffering passivity. Both the minutiae of Perec’s experiences, as in 

the family photos, and his fabulist intimations of collective experience in the camps are 

necessary for authentic dying after the Holocaust. The schizophrenia imitation of A Void 

provided Perec with a space to work through the compulsion to interpret annihilation, 

replacing an ineffective hermeneutics of suspicion with the hermeneutics of trust in 

readers characteristic of W, structured around the hard-won, minimal dignity of 

catachresis: “the unsayable is not buried inside writing; it is what prompted it in the first 

place” (W 42).           
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