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 Abstract:  This dissertation is about the ways David Foster Wallace’s writing expresses 

Buddhist philosophy. Because Buddhism is a vast subject, sometimes I conflate several 

traditional “Buddhisms” into a common-denominator form, while other times I investigate 

Wallace’s work through Zen Buddhism specifically. By close-reading his work in chronological 

order––starting with The Broom of the System, Girl With Curious Hair, “The Empty Plenum,” 

Infinite Jest, “Roger Federer as Religious Experience,” “The Suffering Channel,” and The Pale 

King––I analyze the ways in which Wallace’s writing focused on questions of the self-awareness 

of linguistic expression, the contemporary causes of addiction and suffering and their implied 

remedy, the ethical and moral implications of living out of self-consciousness, the principles of 

mutual causality, “co-arising” and ecological well-being, and the discernment of multiple forms 

of awareness, all of which are foundational concerns shared with Buddhist philosophy.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

A man's work is nothing but his slow trek to rediscover through the detours of art those two or 
three great and simple images in whose presence his heart first opened.  

         ~ Albert Camus 
 

 This dissertation asks and answers the most obvious question: "Why should David Foster 

Wallace be read through a Buddhist interpretive lens?" He is, after all, an American writer (a 

country with only a tiny minority of Buddhist practitioners) steeped in the Western intellectual 

tradition, a man who was not religious and who became genuinely interested in Buddhist practice 

only after the majority of his life's work had already been written. 

 And yet: the body of his work is deeply steeped in philosophy, which in broad strokes is 

the discipline that asks questions about the nature of existence, knowledge, morality, reason and 

human purpose. He was drawn to morality and ethics but was not interested in religion as 

popularly practiced, never feeling comfortable with transcendental explanations. As we see in 

Infinite Jest and The Pale King, he was interested in expanding our horizons of responsibility in 

terms of both the earth's environmental ecology and our increasing loss of civic mindedness in 

which the myth of the individual trumps the greater whole. These are all concerns shared by 

Buddhism which is often referred to as a philosophy and a religion but does not need nor rely on 

either label.  

 Wallace learned and practiced his art's craft in the zeitgeist of postmodern thought that 

shares with Buddhism the deconstructionist mode of interpretation (though Buddhism progresses 

one step further in also continuously deconstructing its own premises, hence the claim that in its 



   2 

most pragmatic sense, there is no such thing as "Buddhism"). Careful attention to how language 

itself shapes our interpretations is one of postmodern thought's primary areas of concern, a 

feature that is most closely aligned with Zen Buddhism’s linguistic self-awareness and interest in 

its own modes of communication. Wallace's early fascination with Ludwig Wittgenstein further 

resonates with Buddhism in that Wittgenstein is conceived by many philosophical scholars as 

one of the Western tradition's most Zen-like thinkers.  

  What most differentiates Wallace’s writing from postmodernism and deconstruction, 

however, is his ever increasing focus on morality, ethics and civic virtue, which are all the fruit 

of Buddhist practice; and unlike postmodernism which creates doubt, Wallace pursued it, which 

is a very different sensibility that Buddhists employ intentionally to help break down the illusory 

and limiting boundaries of “self.”  

 Wallace's work is also explicitly and overwhelmingly about suffering and tends to 

obliquely suggest ways to alleviate our miseries that do not revolve around any metaphysical 

claims (Wallace was a member of alcoholics anonymous for much of his adult life, a group that 

has little patience for "thinking" as a solution to addiction).  

 In as much as there is a progression in Wallace's writing, it is toward the actual practice 

of meditative awareness, the discipline of remaining present without succumbing to our rampant 

thoughts' fictions, a "key" discovery that Wallace makes implicitly in his early fiction as well as 

Infinite Jest, and which he makes quite explicit in The Pale King. The short biographical part of 

his life in which Wallace did in fact turn toward Buddhism as a practice therefore helps invoke 

this study's question: if his work is read closely, will we find instances that reveal he was 

organically thinking along Buddhist terms? Though ultimately unanswerable, this, too, is worth 
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asking: was Wallace's life's work a way in which he was priming himself and his readers toward 

a Buddhist mode of understanding the world and our place in it?  

 Other than a few mentions in passing about Wallace being a Buddhist writer, scholarship 

thus far has been minimal about teasing out the specific ways in which Buddhist philosophy is 

present in Wallace's work. This study is, I hope, the mere first step to our understanding of the 

kind of thinking that made Wallace unique among his literary contemporaries, a kind of 

typological overview that will be useful for more technical inquiries in the future.  

 

In the Western philosophical tradition, the injunction is to know thyself and the 

instrument called to the task is the mind. Buddhism is different because it asks us to know our 

minds using the instrument of observation.  David Foster Wallace is a writer whose precision of 

observation doesn’t merely apply to the information gathering he’s popularly known for as an 

encyclopedic writer, but for the way he observed our daily thoughts and the patterns they make.  

This is an important distinction to understand because ultimately it is only by recognizing our 

thought patterns that we stand a chance of breaking free of them. And in the world David Foster 

Wallace depicts in his fiction––which is our modern contemporary world––if we don’t recognize 

these patterns and continue in our ways of opaque emotional reactivity, we have immense 

suffering waiting for us in proportions that might actually destroy our planet. In making the very 

same claims, the historical Buddha and his successors at least didn’t yet have to worry about 

melting ice-caps and nuclear warheads.  
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The Buddha’s teachings have been misconstrued over the millennia because of his 

fundamental denial of a “Self.” But “No Self” really means “Not Self” which is a subtle but 

important difference that has been lost in translation. The proposition that there is no self does in 

fact seem nihilistic, a mistake of interpretation some of our best minds have made, including 

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche.1 But “Not Self” means that the reason we are not merely an 

individual “Self” separate from everything else is because we are literally dependent on 

everything else for our identity; we are “Not Self” because we are “Everything.” Buddhist 

philosophy is therefore a series of insights that points the way not toward an extinguishing of 

meaning and value but of liberating meaning and value in everything.  

 

Consequently, Buddhism is not nihilistic. Instead, its philosophy offers an actual path 

practitioners can follow to help themselves see through their habitual thought patterns into a kind 

of freedom previously unknown (to them). This is not a form of sentimentality because it does 

not depend on any kind of wishful thinking or longing for things to be other than how they are. 

Rather, it is a kind of precision of insight that suggests a way for us to know and understand our 

reality. It is the opposite of sentimentality, in fact, which is paradoxically why Buddha’s “Life is 

full of suffering” claim often gets reinterpreted into a pessimistic worldview.  

 

Wallace’s writing style is so uniquely his own because of how closely and carefully he 

observed his thought patterns and turned them into profound literature. He wrote about how we 

                                                             
1 Both of whom had “good” things to say about Buddhism as they understood it (Nietzsche’s 
praise being much more qualified and ultimately dismissive), but in the face of unmitigated 
“emptiness” they fell back on concepts of Will that were either Transcendental or Eternal.    
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think, which is different from Victorian realism (the seemingly objective descriptions of how 

things are) or Modernism’s stream of consciousness which more closely approximates our 

unconscious dream-like river of thoughts rather than the kind of daily-waking life thought 

patterns we engage in during quotidian but awake life. There is tremendous value––a word 

Wallace did not shy away from––in his writing because of these observations and 

documentations of our thoughts: by allowing us to see more clearly how we think, we are freed 

from the invisible prison that seems to suggest our thoughts’ patterns are our reality. Wallace is a 

tremendously important writer on just this psychological layer alone. 

 

But Wallace felt strongly that good and important art needs to do more than merely 

diagnose our failed patterns of thought; it also needs to show us a way out of them. So for every 

short story like “The Depressed Person” in which we are subjected to an endless loop of a 

narcissistic character’s anxiety and self-consciousness, or the main character of “Good Old 

Neon” who begins the story by saying “My whole life I’ve been a fraud. I am not exaggerating,” 

we also have the model of Mario Incandenza who “just listens well,” and reaches out his hand to 

those in need because his entire life has been one of profound acceptance into his own being 

(which is hideously deformed).  

 

There is nothing about Buddhism that is easy. Most religions seem to agree on this point: 

genuine transformations from self-centeredness toward a larger more comprehensive vision of 

Life require insight and discipline. Wallace was––appropriately for his subject matter––a 

difficult writer. His gift was that he simultaneously made the difficulty pleasurable and is why 
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his writing is valuable: it offers people diagnosis and cure not in a pill but in a communal 

relationship between author and reader and the reader’s imaginative capabilities: by realizing 

those capabilities, Wallace enables them to include his authorial “no self,” such that the reader’s 

mind “expands.” In one of the sections of The Pale King, Wallace wrote “The lives of most 

people are small tight pallid and sad, more to be mourned than their deaths. We starve at the 

banquet: We cannot see that there is a banquet because seeing the banquet requires that we also 

see ourselves sitting there starving––seeing ourselves clearly, even for a moment, is shattering.”  

 

I make the claim, finally, that Wallace is a Buddhist writer because he insists on seeing 

clearly, even––no, especially––if what he sees is squalid and horrifying. Any other kind of 

seeing is nostalgia. In The Pale King, one of the unfinished book’s most developed characters 

learns to see clearly by taking the amphetamine Obetrol that allows him to realize he is literally 

“watching as the world turns.” The joke, as I explain in my last chapter, is that he is actually 

watching the soap opera As the World Turns, but Wallace suggests that often it is our literal 

“watching As the World Turns” that is harder to see than the metaphorical interpretation of the 

phrase. So whether we take Obetrol, or read Wallace’s writing, or begin the practice of Buddhist 

meditation, the goal is the same: to develop an increased capacity of seeing our life’s thoughts 

clearly, as they are. Only once thought patterns reveal themselves to us as thought patterns can 

we begin engaging with the direction we want those patterns to be transformed. And the 

direction Wallace pointed us toward was one of empathy, civic service, and compassion, the 

fruits of what the Buddha called a life of meditative practice that seeks to see life “as it is.” By 

which I mean, not a life that we naively assume to be objectively accurate (the kind of seeing 
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espoused in Victorian realism), but a life that seeks a clarification of the interactive processes by 

which we construct our world.  

 

Wallace’s art is therefore a reflective art because it asks us to pay attention not just to the 

content but to the specific form in which the content is delivered, like a mirror that’s self-aware 

of its function. He doesn’t merely want to point fingers at our self-centered narcissistic ways but 

wants us to see exactly how that kind of narcissism is formed in our thought habits. As Susan 

Sontag writes in her essay on the films of Robert Bresson: 

 

The effect of the spectator’s being aware of the form is to elongate 
or to retard the emotions. For, to the extent that we are conscious 
of form in a work of art, we become somewhat detached; our 
emotions do not respond in the same way as they do in real life. 
Awareness of form does two things simultaneously: it gives a 
sensuous pleasure independent of the “content,” and it invites the 
use of intelligence….Ultimately, the greatest source of emotional 
power in art lies not in any particular subject-matter, however 
passionate, however universal. It lies in form. The detachment and 
retarding of the emotions, through the consciousness of form, 
makes them far stronger and more intense in the end. (Sontag 179-
181) 

 

 It’s only a scholarly crumb that I won’t make much of here––I will develop it in a future 

version of this study––but Wallace twice makes a passing reference to the films of Robert 

Bresson in Infinite Jest, suggesting that he was overtly familiar with the technique by which art 

imposes a discipline on the audience, postponing easy gratification. The purpose of such 

discipline is to keep sentimentality at bay and avoid an easy but ultimately transitory emotional 

gratification, thereby preserving the possibility of a greater clarity of mind, a fuller 
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transformation. Which is my last point about the connection between Wallace and Buddhism: the 

Buddha did not deny emotions nor did he ever suggest we should suppress them. All he said was 

to watch them carefully. This, in short, is Wallace’s art. 

 

Buddhist Interpreters 

 "I saw philosophy all over the place. It was even hard to figure out how to single it out. I 

think it infuses a great deal of his work." So writes Willem DeVries, David Foster Wallace's 

former undergraduate professor. In corresponding hindsight, speaking at the eulogy for Wallace, 

George Saunders, one of Wallace's contemporary literary peers, said "I don't know much about 

Dave's spiritual life but I see him as a great American Buddhist writer, in the lineage of Whitman 

and Ginsberg. He was a wake-up artist." (Cohen and Konstantinou 54) 

 These two observations, when combined, are the springboards of my inquiry: To what 

extent did David Foster Wallace's writing embody Buddhist philosophies? And, more crucially, 

what would we learn about DFW's work if we approached it from a Buddhist perspective marked 

with critical intention?  

 The trouble with the phrase "critical Buddhist perspective," of course, being that 

Buddhism's foundational core is aperspectival. It is "a system of contradictions, a systematized 

denial of the validity of all systems. It is always subversive of established ways of thought, its 

own as well as others.'" (Howe 21) Buddhism is the kind of "thing" which can appear so 

chameleon-like that it appears everywhere. For example, in a book about finding meaning in our 

current secular western tradition, Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Kelly write: 
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The person who tries to be charismatic inevitably comes off as a 
preening oaf; the person who deliberately reaches for the rock is 
likely to shred himself to bits; the person who tries desperately to 
go to sleep is guaranteed to have a long night of sleeplessness 
before him. Homer says Athena enhanced Odysseus with grace 
because it is something Odysseus could not have done for 
himself… The Greeks experienced themselves as empty heads 
turned toward the world. (Dreyfus and Kelly 78-82, emphasis 
added) 

  

 This modern-day explanation for why Odysseus survives yet another of his ordeals 

suggests that it is because Odysseus was able to put himself wholly into the hands of the Gods 

after "emptying" himself. "Emptiness," apart from its secular definition, is also a ripe Buddhist 

term which suggests the relinquishing of a permanent "self" so that whatever actions Odysseus 

performs are performed not as goal-oriented and self-motivating but out of a spirit of compliance 

to his situation, regardless of how dire it might have been. I am not suggesting the ancient 

Greeks were Buddhists; rather, because Buddhism can be understood as a continuous 

renunciation of perspective, that, paradoxically, is its perspective and is what allows it to be 

"seen" in contexts as varied as the ancient Greeks and concurrently in literature written in our 

modern secular age. It is also what helps make it possible to see an example culled from the 

ancient world in a way that is germane to modern day understanding. Buddhism is like a filter 

that defamiliarizes all filters, so that each filtered-perspective may be seen in whatever context is 

most applicable, rather than from the predetermined context of the seeker.  

 

 Emptiness, in the above example, is a core Buddhist principle that takes different shapes, 

including Odysseus's "empty" head. But what does that mean, exactly? To quote again from one 
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of the methodological models for my own study, A Buddhist's Shakespeare: 

Buddhism teaches that the act of putting preconceptions (beliefs or 
intellectual labels) on our experience is a way of falsifying that 
experience, and is a primary cause of our pain in this world. 
Instead of trying to categorize and stabilize experience, Buddhism 
teaches us to let the flux of our experiences flow through our open 
hands like grains of sand. It teaches us to be fully alert to this flow, 
yet to play in it rather than to try to rationalize or secure it. It 
teaches us not to expect stability, firmness, and security, nor to 
think of these qualities as particularly desirable. To insist that our 
world make a particular kind of sense (no matter what kind) is to 
assume that we know better than it how it keeps itself turning. 
(Howe 21) 

 

 Odysseus, acting as a metonym for Greece, has an "empty head" not because he forgot all 

his clever ways, but because he is open to powers outside himself, which in his particular case 

was understood to be "Athena." His "emptiness" was consequently an act of courage and 

strength, not a resignation. I see Wallace as an Odysseus of our modern-day thought patterns.  

 Stephen Batchelor, a contemporary Buddhist scholar, helps clarify the poetics of 

Buddhist perspective:  

In order for the conceptual and symbolic structure of Buddhism to 
enable man to actualize his own essential possibilities, instead of 
alienating him from them, it is necessary that the structure remains 
transparent. This means that we need to always look through it 
towards the possibilities of existence that it refers to and not at it. 
The concepts and symbols of which the structure is composed 
should be seen as clear lenses through which to bring ourselves, 
our questions, and our aims into focus. (Batchelor, Alone With 
Others 124) 
 

 So my inquiry will be the question "To what degree do Wallace's writings embody and 
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reflect Buddhist principles?" And I'll be attempting to answer this question using both literary 

and Buddhist "theories" of interpretation, the Buddhist theories being quite tricky given what I've 

mentioned above about Buddhism's intrinsic fluid transparency and lack of fixed ground. It 

doesn't quite matter that Wallace himself wasn't a practicing Buddhist at the time of the majority 

of his work, even though he did begin to practice Buddhist meditation later in his life (c.f. letters 

from Chris Hamacher and conversation with Karen Green). What remains important is that 

Buddhist principles are present in his work, sometimes quite overtly, other times much less 

conspicuously and more metaphorically, and other times, when he begins being explicit about 

them.  

 Alan Wallace, a contemporary Buddhist scholar, writes in his article “The Spectrum of 

Buddhist Practice”: "Because Buddhism in the West frequently is not practiced as a religion, 

many Westerners who engage in Buddhist practices do not regard themselves as Buddhists; and, 

to make any study of Buddhist practice all the more intriguing, many of the religious, or quasi-

religious, practices of Asian Buddhists, such as fortune telling, palm-reading, funerary rites, and 

propitiation of mundane gods and spirits, cannot be deemed truly Buddhist in any canonical 

sense of the term." (Wallace 35) In his essay "Who Is a Buddhist?" Thomas Tweed likewise 

raises an important set of considerations pertinent to my explorations of Wallace's Buddhism.  

 The first is the notion that religious identity is full of complexities that are often 

overlooked and under theorized.  

The normative approach might suggest, for example, that a 
Buddhist is one who has formally taken refuge in the Three Jewels 
(the Dharma, the Buddha, and the Sangha), practiced prescribed 
rituals at a Buddhist temple (chanting), or affirmed defining beliefs 
(the Four Noble Truths). But this constructs an essentialized notion 



   12 

of the tradition, imagining the religion as static, isolated, and 
unified.... Most of the religions I know emerged in contact and 
exchange with other traditions, and they continued to change over 
time––always in interaction.... In this sense, religious identity is 
usually complex. Ambivalence is the norm. (Tweed 18) 
 

  It is because of this complexity of religious identity––the details which I have omitted 

because they are relevant more from a religious studies perspective–– that Tweed suggests we 

add a new category to the question of religious identity, that of the "sympathizer."  

 A sympathizer, or "night-stand Buddhist" is someone who is less than a full-blown 

Buddhist––either by birth or by full adherence––but who shows more than a lukewarm or 

passing interest: "It points to those who have some sympathy for a religion but do not embrace it 

exclusively or fully. When asked, these people would not identify themselves as Buddhists." (20) 

Tweed suggests emphatically that the problem in the study of Western Buddhism, and in 

religious studies more broadly, is that "we continue to draw on essentialist-normative definitions 

of religious identity, those that construct a core or essence of right practice or belief and measure 

all historical expressions against it. (24) Tweed concludes by saying that "these sympathizers 

enrich the narrative of Buddhist history, revealing a great deal about the beliefs and practices of 

Western cultures." (28) It is this very insight that I wish to foreground in my own inquiry: to 

what extent does Wallace's work reveal a Buddhist sympathy, and what does that Buddhist 

sympathy tell us about the postmodern culture he wrote about?  

 There's another category that Tweed suggests is useful in making sense of the varied 

types of Buddhists which he calls "Buddhist interpreters" and whom he defines as "journalists, 

filmmakers, scholars, poets, painters, and novelists, who represent the tradition for Western 
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audiences." (29) Based on what I know of Wallace's personal life and the work he published, he 

could be thought of as both a Buddhist sympathizer and a Buddhist interpreter. But because he 

was private and shifty with his religious identity, I'd like to add an adjective to the label and call 

him an inadvertent Buddhist interpreter.  

 

Multiple Buddhisms  

 Buddhism is a vast topic; not only does it have a large number of schools, but it has just 

as many popular misconceptions that if left unclarified could doom this project's inquiry. 

Because of its size and because it is a recent import to the West, Buddhism has assumed many 

popular preconceptions which misconstrue and deeply misrepresent its fundamental foundations. 

Before getting to Wallace, it will therefore be useful to standardize and define its terms and the 

ways I'll be using them.   

 One of the first and absolutely essential things to understand is that Buddhism is a huge, 

massive, diverse (but related) set of ideas that means little without specification. Someone 

interested in "Buddhism" is similar to a traveler who wants to know what America is like. Well, 

which America? The West Coast? The East Coast? The Yankee North? The Confederate South? 

The Urban? The Rural? The Poor? The Rich? Alaska? Hawaii? Democratic? Republican? There 

is a futility and logical absurdity to the term "America." The same goes for Buddhism.  

  

 Buddhism consists of three different traditions that developed in disparate regions since 

the original teachings of the historical Buddha. They are the Theravada, the Mahayana, and 
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Vajrayana (which is more commonly referred as Tibetan) schools. Each of the three traditions 

shares fundamental Buddhist teachings; and because the Tibetan lineage is quite similar 

fundamentally to the Mahayana tradition, it is often considered to be a subset of Mahayana 

Buddhism. Therefore, for my purposes, we will be considering two schools of Buddhism.2  

 Though it shares many of the core fundamentals with the Theravada school, Mahayana 

Buddhism––its scriptures having originated about 600 years after the death of the historical 

Buddha––has an altogether different feel and is going to be the vantage point for this study. This 

is largely due to Mahayana Buddhism’s concern for the liberation of all beings rather than the 

individual practitioner. It therefore shares with Wallace’s literary concerns its communal, ethical, 

moral, and relational foundations.   

 It has many different branches, including Zen (or Chan, its Chinese name) and Tibetan 

Buddhism. Because it itself is an adaptation from the original teachings of the Buddha, it has 

transformation in its genes, and is the school of Buddhism that has most successfully allowed its 

teachers, teachings, and philosophies to adapt to modern life. However, as Alan Wallace writes, 

"The tension between these two trends––of tradition versus modernity, of preservation versus 

innovation, and of continuity versus adaptation––is a prominent feature of Western Buddhism 

today." (Wallace 48)  

 Buddhist scholars have often divided the history of Buddhism into three periods: (1) 

canonical or Early Buddhism, (2) traditional or historical Buddhism, and (3) reformist or modern 
                                                             
2 The Theravada school ("Doctrine of the Elders", or "Ancient Doctrine") is the oldest surviving 
Buddhist school. It is relatively conservative, and generally closest to early Buddhism. It is 
analytical, monastic, and has a significant ritual component. The Dhammapada can be thought of 
as a representative scripture of fundamental Theravadian philosophies, which has a strong 
prohibitive and religious feel. This school is not my reference and vantage for this study. 
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Buddhism, which has as its main features an emphasis on rationalist elements in Buddhist 

teachings accompanied by a tacit elimination of traditional cosmology; a heightened recognition 

and use of texts; a renewed emphasis on meditational practice3; and a stress on social reform and 

universalism. (Wallace 55) "It is useful to state where the cumulative tradition of Buddhism has 

engendered new interpretations of Buddhist practice and teachings. In this regard, certainly some 

modernist Buddhist interpretations that have been reshaped and appropriated in the West during 

the past three or so decades deserve to be called a postmodernist form of Buddhism...If 

modernist Buddhists have de-mythologized and rationalized traditionalist Buddhism, one may 

say that post-modernist Buddhist practitioners secularize and psychologize modern Buddhism" 

(Wallace 60).  

 I'd therefore like to explain in greater depth some of the Buddhist fundamentals as they 

pertain to (post)modern Buddhism, specifically Zen and to a lesser extent, Tibetan Buddhism, the 

Mahayana Buddhism branches I will be predominantly focusing on with regard to Wallace's 

writing.  

 

 

                                                             
3 "Although Buddhists have practiced mediation since the tradition's start twenty-five hundred 
years ago, generally speaking mediation was not considered a practice for lay Buddhists. It was 
reserved for the ordained. In the course of the revival of Theravada Buddhism, however, 
meditational practices were also taken up by lay Buddhists on the basis of texts or were taught by 
monks to laypeople. Meditation centers, quite different from monasteries, became established in 
rapidly increasing numbers. Such often lay-led institutions were unknown in pre-modern, 
traditionalist Buddhism...The meditational practice was not presented as a training rooted in a 
religious system, but rather as an awareness technique and an approach for psychological 
healing" (Wallace 57). 
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Buddhist Basics 

 The term "Buddhism" is a useful fiction for at least two important reasons. One, it's a 

generalization of many lineages rolled into one, and two, it’s a label, which Buddhism would 

decry as misleading but conceptually necessary because you have to say something. The bare-

bone fundamentals of Buddhism (as applicable to Zen and Tibetan Buddhism) that will be 

required for basic understanding of my interpretations of Wallace’s work are synthesized below.  

 "When asked what he was doing, the Buddha replied that he taught 'anguish and the 

ending of anguish.' When asked about metaphysics (the origin and end of the universe, the 

identity or difference of body and mind, his existence or nonexistence after death), he remained 

silent. He said the dharma (in this case, this multi-faceted word can be translated as "teachings") 

was permeated by a single taste: freedom. He made no claims to uniqueness or divinity and did 

not have recourse to a term we would translate as 'God'"(Batchelor, Buddhism Without Beliefs 

15). 

 

The Four Noble Truths 

 One of the Buddha's core teachings is called the Four Noble Truths.  

 The first truth explains the nature of dukkha. Dukkha is commonly translated as 

“suffering,” “anxiety,” “dissatisfaction,” “unease,” and it is said to have the following three 

aspects: the obvious suffering of physical and mental illness, growing old, and dying; the anxiety 

or stress of trying to hold onto things that are constantly changing; and a subtle dissatisfaction 

pervading all forms of life, due to the fact that all forms of life are impermanent and constantly 
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changing.  

 The second is the teaching that states that the origin of dukkha can be known and is 

identified as craving arising out of the ignorance of reality as it is.  

 The third is that the complete cessation of dukkha is possible. 

 And the fourth is that the eightfold path of cessation is the way to do it.  

 

The Middle Way 

 An important guiding principle of Buddhist practice is the Middle Way (or Middle Path), 

which is said to have been discovered by the Buddha prior to his enlightenment. The Middle 

Way has several definitions: 

The practice of non-extremism: A path of moderation away from the extremes of self-indulgence 

and self-mortification; The middle ground between certain metaphysical views (for example, that 

things ultimately either do or do not exist); An explanation of Nirvana (perfect enlightenment), a 

state wherein it becomes clear that all dualities apparent in the world are delusory; and another 

term for emptiness, the ultimate nature of all phenomena, a lack of inherent existence, which 

avoids the extremes of permanence and nihilism or inherent existence and nothingness. 

 In the earliest Buddhist teachings, shared to some extent by all extant schools, the 

concept of liberation (Nirvana)—the goal of the Buddhist path—is closely related to the correct 

understanding of how the mind causes stress. In awakening to the true nature of clinging, one 

develops dispassion for the objects of clinging, and is liberated from suffering (dukkha) and the 
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cycle of incessant rebirths (samsara). To this end, the Buddha recommended viewing things as 

characterized by the three marks of existence. 

 

 

Three Marks 

 One, the doctrine asserts that because things are impermanent, attachment to them is 

futile and leads to suffering. 

 Two, "suffering" (dukkha) is a central concept in Buddhism. The word roughly 

corresponds to a number of terms in English including pain, unsatisfactoriness, sorrow, 

affliction, anxiety, dissatisfaction, discomfort, anguish, stress, misery, and frustration. Although 

the term is often translated as "suffering", its philosophical meaning is more analogous to 

"disquietude" as in the condition of being disturbed. As such, "suffering" is too narrow a 

translation with "negative emotional connotations" which can give the impression that the 

Buddhist view is one of pessimism, but Buddhism seeks to be neither pessimistic nor optimistic, 

but realistic. In English-language Buddhist literature translated from Pali, "dukkha" is often left 

untranslated, so as to encompass its full range of meaning. 

 Three, upon careful examination, one finds that no phenomenon is really "I" or "mine"; 

these concepts are in fact constructed by the mind. In fact, the Buddha rejected both of the 

metaphysical assertions "I have a Self" and "I have no Self" as ontological views that bind one to 

suffering. 
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Dependent Arising 

 The doctrine of Dependent Arising is an important part of Buddhist metaphysics. It states 

that phenomena arise together in a mutually interdependent web of cause and effect. It is 

variously rendered into English as "dependent origination", "conditioned genesis", "dependent 

co-arising", "interdependent arising", or "contingency." 

 

Emptiness 

 Mahayana Buddhism received significant theoretical grounding from Nagarjuna (perhaps 

c. 150–250 CE), arguably the most influential scholar within the Mahayana tradition. 

Nagarjuna's primary contribution to Buddhist philosophy was the systematic exposition of the 

concept of śūnyatā, or "emptiness", widely attested in the Prajñāpāramitā sutras which were 

emergent in his era. For Nagarjuna, it is not merely sentient beings that are empty of "self"; all 

phenomena (dharmas) are without any "own-nature" or "self-nature" and thus without any 

underlying essence; they are "empty" of being independent.  

 

Zen 

 Zen Buddhism, pronounced Chan in Chinese and Zen in Japanese (derived from the 

Sanskrit term dhyāna, meaning "meditation") is a form of Buddhism that became popular in 

China, Korea and Japan and that lays special emphasis on meditation. Zen places less emphasis 

on scriptures than some other forms of Buddhism and prefers to focus on direct spiritual 

breakthroughs. Zen Buddhism is divided into two main schools: Rinzai and Soto, the former 
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greatly favoring the use in meditation on the koan (a meditative riddle or puzzle) as a device for 

spiritual break-through, and the latter (while certainly employing koans) focusing more on 

shikantaza or "just sitting." 

 Zen Buddhist teaching is often full of paradox, in order to loosen the grip of the ego and 

to facilitate the penetration into the realm of the True Self or Formless Self, which is equated 

with the Buddha himself. According to Zen master Kosho Uchiyama, when thoughts and fixation 

on the little 'I' are transcended, an Awakening to a universal, non-dual Self occurs. At its core, 

Zen is a practice of seeing through delusion.   

 

 When talking about American Buddhism, it is often assumed to be a foreign product 

that's at best an import and at worst an imitation. In fact, as recently as 1995, Buddhism was 

perceived to be an exclusively non-Western product. But according to Charles Prebish and his 

study of Buddhist Studies themselves, by 2000, this was no longer the case: "any inquiry into the 

disciplinary status of Buddhist Studies must now include the sub-discipline of Western 

Buddhism as part of that self-reflection." (69)  

 The recent recognition and acceptance of a homegrown Western Buddhism is important 

because it allows for the possibility of there being an American Buddhism that is more than mere 

translation, one that is intrinsically bound up in its American roots. "What has David Foster 

Wallace contributed to Western Buddhist thought?" can now be asked without the question being 

an imaginary anachronism. But I wish to emphasize just how recent all this is: As of the time of 

this writing in 2012, it has been approximately ten years since Buddhist scholars have recognized 
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the need and importance of studying American Buddhism on its own terms rather than mere 

interpretation.  

 

Difficulty 

 Writing about David Foster Wallace and about Buddhism will be difficult for reasons of 

complexity inherent in them both4. The following anecdotes should clarify the less obvious 

reasons:  

Having been asked to ascend the high seat in the dharma hall and 
speak about Buddhist enlightenment, the great Chan5 master Lin-
chi begins by noting that according to the Chan lineage no sooner 
have you opened your mouth to declare anything about this great 
matter than you have made a mistake. And yet, he adds, if nothing 
at all is said, the assembled monks, nuns, and laypersons will have 
no place on which to gain a footing and will undoubtedly remain as 
stuck as they must have been to make their request in the first 
place. (Hershock, Liberating Intimacy ix) 
 

The difficulty is therefore not only epistemological but also rhetorical and pedagogical. 

Furthermore, even if a suitable pedagogy is found, Buddhist awakening has to be experienced 

fully rather than learned about from another source. This parable explains the concept vigorously 

and unapologetically:  

Followers of the Way [of Zen], if you want to get the kind of 
understanding that accords with the Dharma, never be misled by 
others. Whether you’re facing inward or facing outward, whatever 
you meet up with, just kill it! If you meet a Buddha, kill the 

                                                             
4 Though Buddhism would argue that there is nothing simpler, and it is we who impose the 
complexity on it. Why we do this is precisely a question Buddhism itself urges its practitioners to 
ask for themselves.  
5 Chan = Zen 
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Buddha. If you meet a patriarch, kill the patriarch. If you meet an 
arhat, kill the arhat. If you meet your parents, kill your parents. If 
you meet your kinfolk, kill your kinfolk. Then for the first time 
you will gain emancipation, will not be entangled with things, will 
pass freely anywhere you wish to go. 
Those who have fulfilled the ten stages of bodhisattva practice are 
no better than hired field hands; those who have attained the 
enlightenment of the fifty-first and fifty-second stages are 
prisoners shackled and bound; arhats and pratyekabuddhas6 are so 
much filth in the latrine; bodhi7 and nirvana are hitching posts for 
donkeys. 

 

 If these parables by Lin Chi are arguing that the stumbling blocks in the way of capital 

"U" Understanding are concepts themselves, how can we even begin to articulate a solution? Are 

we doomed to live the life of a donkey?  

 Lin Chi's exhortations need to remain foregrounded in the sense of the sublime, by which 

I mean they have to be understood on both my part and the reader's to be the heart of Buddhism's 

unspeakableness. Nagarjuna says it like this in Stephen Batchelor’s contemporary translation 

Verses From the Center: 

The dharma taught by Buddhas 

Hinges on two truths: 
Partial truths of the world 

And truths which are sublime. 
Without knowing how they differ, 

You cannot know the deep; 
Without relying on conventions, 

You cannot disclose the sublime; 
                                                             
6 A “private” Buddha, one that isn’t necessarily concerned with sharing their achieved awakened 
state with others.  
7 Awakening 
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Without intuiting the sublime, 
You cannot experience freedom.  (epigraph) 

 

 If one of the Zen tradition's admonishments is to be wary of concepts, an intellectual 

discourse on Zen and David Foster Wallace will unfortunately find itself in a situation distinctly 

at odds with one of its subject. The difficulty is apparent: applying Buddhism as a philosophy 

conceptualizes the very thing that eschews all conceptualization.  

 Shunryu Suzuki usefully rephrases the conundrum:  

The more you understand our thinking, the more you find it 
difficult to talk about it...There is apt to be some misunderstanding, 
because the true way always has at least two sides, the negative 
and the positive. When we talk about the negative side, the positive 
side is missing, and when we talk about the positive side, the 
negative side is missing. We cannot speak in a positive and a 
negative way at the same time. So we do not know what to say. It 
is almost impossible to talk about Buddhism. (Suzuki, Beginner’s 
Mind 90) 
 

 And yet, our postmodern difficulty of being caught in a not entirely innocent spider's web 

of language is, unfortunately, our lot in a sense of reality that is less ultimate than it is 

phenomenal.8  So I need to say upfront that what I'm really attempting to theorize is not quite 

Buddhism with a capital "B" but a lower-case philosophical reduction of some of its central 

precepts and concerns. Or I might have to be satisfied with knowing that reality both "is" and 

                                                             
8 These concepts, too, are troubled and nearly impossible to talk about with a straight face. By 
"ultimate" I mean something like "time is relative and doesn't really exist" and by phenomenal I 
mean "Look at the train schedule and tell me what time the train will arrive at the station." So 
while we can't do much about Zen's "ultimate" reality of unspeakableness, we can talk about its 
day-to-day functions.  
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"isn't" and I'm only going to be able to talk about the "is" aspects, knowing full well that they're 

at best partial truths attempting to bring us closer to fuller ones, like an infinity that knows it can 

never get "there." This kind of reduction has to be done because to say nothing at all leaves us no 

better than before; whereas even a reduced form of Buddhism might lead its students and 

interpreters down the Path of experiential understanding they would never have discovered 

otherwise. In brief, there is nothing the Buddha claimed ought not be done; his primary concern 

was always with the reduction of suffering for all beings. And if one path toward that reduction 

requires a “dumbing down” of the philosophy, the so be it. The Buddha gave himself full license 

as a rhetorician and I must do likewise.  

 Keiji Nishitani, a Japanese philosopher who happened to be Buddhist and wrote about the 

interaction of Western philosophy with Buddhist ones wrote the following guideline to which I 

will adhere:  

Hence when we speak of "Buddhist philosophy" we need to 
understand thereby a mode of speculation that takes as its radical 
point of departure the Buddhist religious experience of reality as 
expressed in the Four Noble Truths, [which] provides a systematic 
explanation of that religious doctrine and its attitude, and [which] 
constructs for it an appropriate logic. (Nishitani xxvi)  

 

Why a Buddhist study of Wallace is Relevant 

 According to Megan Barnard, the Assistant Director for Acquisitions and Administration 

at the Ransom Center, the David Foster Wallace archive has had an unprecedented scope of 

interest that is exponentially higher than any of the other collections. (Barnard) This spike of 

interest is a genuinely curious occurrence: why would the work of one artist be so much more 
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fascinating to researchers, scholars and people interested in the humanities?  

  When there's a clear outlier, as Wallace's collection is, thinking about ways in which that 

collection differs from the others might very well be a guessing game prone to subjective whim; 

but it might also be a way to consider what people find most interesting and moving about a 

particular artist that differentiates him from all others. After all, making a trek to an archive like 

the HRC requires sufficient resources and dedication to make the pilgrimage; the motivation has 

to be strong in some way or other.  

 That Wallace was a contemporary author is probably an important factor in the recent 

zeitgeist of his work. He lived until 2008; and his death increased people's curiosity. But what's 

less explicable is that it's already four years later and the archive has only gained in popularity 

and scholarly interest. Something else must be the cause.  

 "Temples, cathedrals, epics, plays, and other works of art focus and hold up to a culture 

what counts as a life worth aspiring to. Works of art in this sense do not represent something 

else––the way a photograph of one's children represents them. Indeed, Heidegger says (sic) 

explicitly that the temple 'portrays nothing.' Rather, works of art work; they gather practices 

together to focus and [disclose] a way of life. A work of art embodies the truth of its world." 

(Dreyfus and Kelly 102) Therefore, that part of the attraction to Wallace's body of writing (and 

to his archive) is that it actually embodies a nourishing questioning of how to live life in 

contemporary Western postmodern times that escapes the cycle of longing and exhaustion from 

temporary satisfactions that never satisfy. The implication is therefore that people are interested 

in his work because they feel malnourished and they see something in it that addresses the 

malaise. That "something" I'm suggesting are the Buddhist philosophies that percolate 
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throughout.  

 It is therefore an opportune time to make my inquiry: scholars and non-academics are 

both genuinely interested in David Foster Wallace to an uncommon degree and I'm intuiting that 

part of his appeal lies in the confluence of Buddhism's newly burgeoning Western roots with 

Wallace's own Buddhist interpretations. People are indeed seeking spiritual alternatives 

previously unavailable in the West; modern/postmodern Buddhism is growing; and the kinds of 

questions and subjects Wallace wrote about brought these forces together in one body of work.  

 

Methodology 

 In his introduction to A Buddhist's Shakespeare, James Howe's reticence and resolution 

resonated with me:  

 
I resisted the idea of writing a Buddhist's view of Shakespeare. The 
ideas seemed too arbitrary, too obviously my intervention into a 
writer whose intentions must have been otherwise [because 
Buddhism had not yet made its way to Europe during the 
Elizabethan era]. And yet contemporary criticism has 
deconstructed not only the idea of authorial intentions (let alone 
our ability to know them), but also the very idea of an author's 
authority and the stability of the texts in which this authority might 
be vested. Equally, it has become clear that any interpretation is a 
reader's "reinvention" of the chosen text, and that the primary 
function available to a critic is to record his or her transaction with 
it. At last I came to accept the necessity of my Buddhist vantage 
point; as I did so, possibilities that I had earlier denied arose in the 
texts. (14-15)  

 

 The concept of integrating Buddhism with Western pioneers is not new. In his book How 
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the Swans Came to the Lake, Rick Fields has written a "Narrative History of Buddhism in 

America" which includes chapters on the Transcendentalists––Emerson and Asia; Thoreau's 

Orientalism; Walden and Contemplation; Whitman and the Ancient Hindu Poems––as well as 

Ginsberg, Kerouac and D.T. Suzuki, one of Zen's first Western translators, among hundreds of 

other supporting characters. 

 So there is nothing intrinsically new in the idea I'm exploring, precedent-wise. It is new 

however, in the sense that there hasn't been anything written about postmodern writers and 

Buddhism and, more specifically, nobody has done any research into this subject with regard to 

David Foster Wallace.  

 But to return to what has been written already: because of Buddhism's transparent filter, 

it welcomes all sorts of interpretations. Therefore, the exchange of ideas between literature and 

Buddhism can be a two-way passing lane: just as Emerson was influenced by Eastern 

philosophy, so modern Buddhism is open to using western literature in attempts to clarify its 

philosophies.  

  

Organization 

 In as much as the concept of a writer's maturation is worthwhile, David Foster Wallace 

was acutely cognizant of wanting to grow out of his juvenilia and away from the "look-at-me" 

showmanship he felt was a common denominator in the previous generation's postmodern 

writers. Because a good case can be made that each one of his successive works achieved this 

aim, it is not too much of a stretch to transpose the idea of a progressive maturation into 
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Buddhist terms and ask "to what extent did Wallace develop a Buddhist philosophy, and was 

there a progression in the sophistication and nuance of his understanding?"   

 In some ways, this model works just fine. If, for example, we concede to the Buddhist 

belief that all suffering grows out of ignorance,9 then it makes sense to think this ignorance can 

be progressively diminished with the right forms of study and practice. Thought about in this 

way, I do think a study of David Foster Wallace's progression can be written, as long as we keep 

in mind the aforementioned caveat that Wallace didn't necessarily realize he was thinking in 

Buddhist terms, much less showing progress.  

 But on the other hand, the very idea of "progression" is in many ways antithetical to the 

spirit of the Zen Buddhism I'll most often be drawing on. The short explanation for why this is so 

has to do in part with the delusion that there is a solid "self" that can somehow be made "better" 

as the term "progress" implies. As soon as we think that anything offered by Zen or Zen practice 

is a way for us to become better or improved is a clear indication that there is a misunderstanding 

of the basic teachings. In other words, progress implies something than can progress, which 

according to fundamental Buddhist philosophy is a form of ignorance that requires wholehearted 

intention to rectify, without that intention becoming "goal-oriented."  

 Despite the aforementioned problems, I decided to impose the artificial notion of 

chronological "progress" as a workable framework for this study because it provides a sturdy 

scaffolding without which all the untold complexities of both Wallace's work and of Buddhist 
                                                             
9 This word in Buddhist lexicography does not have the negative judgmental tone it does in 
everyday speech. "Ignorance" means something closer to a misunderstanding of the nature of 
reality due to a lack of knowledge and a positivie apprehension of reality in distorted way. For 
example, seeing permanence rather than impermanence; the unsatisfactory as satisfactory; 
viewing all things without identity as having identity.  
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philosophy might have legitimately overwhelmed any coherence, for both myself and for my 

readers. Secondly, instead of being an aggregate of loosely related chapters about David Foster 

Wallace's writings, this study begins to have a semblance of a chronological narrative it would 

not have had otherwise, and part of the massive interest in Wallace has to do with genuine 

interest in who he was and how his work grew over time.   

 The idea of progress in Wallace's work should therefore be taken as a loose structural 

framework rather than a linear and non-recursive movement from ignorance to awakening. From 

a bird's eye view, though, I do think there is a movement in this direction, despite the course of 

awakening never running smooth.  

DFW's Buddhist Biography 

Showing the reader that you’re smart or funny or talented or 
whatever, trying to be liked, integrity issues aside, this stuff just 
doesn’t have enough motivational calories in it to carry you over 
the long haul. You’ve got to discipline yourself to talk out of the 
part of you that loves the thing, loves what you’re working on. 
Maybe just plain loves. (I think we might need windwoods for this 
part, LM.) But sappy or no, it’s true. The last couple years have 
been pretty arid for me good-work-wise, but the one way I’ve 
progressed I think is I’ve gotten convinced that there’s something 
kind of timelessly vital and sacred about good writing. This thing 
doesn’t have that much to do with talent, even glittering talent like 
Leyner’s or serious talent like Daitch’s. Talent’s just an 
instrument. It’s like having a pen that works instead of one that 
doesn’t. I’m not saying I’m able to work consistently out of the 
premise, but it seems like the big distinction between good art and 
so-so art lies somewhere in the art’s heart’s purpose, the agenda 
of the consciousness behind the text. It’s got something to do with 
love. With having the discipline to talk out of the part of yourself 
that can love instead of the part that just wants to be loved. I know 
this doesn’t sound hip at all. I don’t know. But it seems like one of 
the things really great fiction-writers do–from Carver to Chekhov 
to Flannery O’Connor, or like the Tolstoy of “The Death of Ivan 
Ilych” or the Pynchon of “Gravity’s Rainbow”–is “give” the 
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reader something. The reader walks away from the real art heavier 
than she came into it. Fuller.  

~DFW in interview with Larry McCaffery (Conversations with 
David Foster Wallace) 

 

 Because Wallace went on record in an interview to talk about the importance of "the art's 

heart's purpose," and the deep consideration an artist must render his own intentions in making 

art, I feel the need to address the intentional fallacy. Wimsatt and Beardsley wrote: "the design or 

intention of the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the success of a 

work of literary art." (Wimsatt and Beardsley) What happens, then, when a writer like Wallace is 

deeply motivated to make his intentions known, so much so that he often went so far as to 

inscribe them in his own work as he does in the quote above or, say, in "Octet" which begins 

"Imagine you are a fiction writer"?  

 As with most things Buddhist, I'd like to find the middle way in this study with regard to 

the issue of intentionality, which aims to avoid the two extremes of 1) supposing only the text 

itself provides meaning and 2) the counter-posed idea that meaning resides with the author's 

intentions. Instead, I want to leave open the possibility that neither is true because they both are. 

Given how much his own authorial intentions mattered to him, it would be a disservice to this 

study for me to exclude pertinent details about what DFW thought his work was about and why 

he was motivated to write the way he did. At the same time, I’ll pay as much attention to the 

texts themselves to see what they say, regardless of what Wallace wanted them to say; close-

reading is most useful when it's not an all or nothing gambit. Together these two approaches will 

be closer to "reality" than either one would be on its own.  
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 Allow me to start with this crisply written overview of Wallace's philosophical approach: 

Wallace was especially concerned that certain theoretical 
paradigms — the cerebral aestheticism of modernism, the clever 
trickery of postmodernism — too casually dispense with what he 
once called “the very old traditional human verities that have to do 
with spirituality and emotion and community.” He called for a 
more forthright, engaged treatment of these basic truths. Yet he 
himself attended to them with his own fractured, often-esoteric 
methods. It was a defining tension: the very conceptual tools with 
which he pursued life’s most desperate questions threatened to 
keep him forever at a distance from the connections he struggled to 
make....For all its inscrutability, though, [his undergraduate 
philosophy thesis] represents an important phase in Wallace’s 
development. Once its goals and ambitions are understood, the 
paper casts a revealing light on the early stages of his struggle to 
use the powers of his formidable mind for the higher good: to 
protect against the seductions of the intellect, and to find solid 
ground for his most urgent and heartfelt convictions.... "I knew 
him as a philosopher with a fiction hobby," Jay Garfield, an 
adviser on Wallace’s thesis and now a professor at Smith College, 
told me recently. "I didn’t realize he was one of the great fiction 
writers of his generation with a philosophy hobby. “He wasn’t 
attracted to philosophy because you could construct these weird, 
mind-bending arguments. He was quite wary of the mind-bending. 
Maybe because his own mind could bend so easily." (James 
Ryerson, New York Times) 
 

 "To protect against the seductions of the intellect" is a recurring focus of Wallace's life 

and art. This intention is not quite Buddhist, but it is close. Having identified self-centered 

conceptual maps as one of the reasons why we suffer, Buddhism suggests that we "let go" of all 

such concepts or "seductions of the intellect." The difference between what Ryerson wrote about 

Wallace's ambition and the Buddhist aspiration is that, according to Ryerson, Wallace attempted 

to protect himself from these intellectual seductions whereas a Buddhist would find such 

protection a futile endeavor, opting instead to see through the seductions, thereby letting go of 
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any attachments to them and, consequently, the longing for them would naturally fall away, 

without having to be protected against.  

 In order to write a highly technical philosophy thesis, Wallace needed to learn about 

modal logic, a subject he knew little about beforehand. To that end, he was more or less tutored 

in the subject by professor Jay Garfield, and he picked up the requisite skills quickly. However, 

regardless of how quickly Wallace learned, it is clear the two men had to have extensive 

communication lines open preceding and during Wallace's writing of the thesis. This fact is 

significant because Jay Garfield is a prominent Buddhist scholar. Whether they explicitly 

discussed Buddhist philosophy I'm not sure but it is unlikely that two men who were working 

together on philosophical problems would not pollenate each other at least somewhat with 

whatever philosophies they were most intrigued by; given how sponge-like Wallace's intellect 

was, it is therefore highly unlikely that Wallace did not retain nuggets about Buddhist modes of 

perception from the man he was learning so much from about logical modes of philosophical 

inquiry. My intuition is that these nuggets began to ferment early in Wallace's life––by which I 

mean from the time he was a senior at Amherst and working on both his philosophy thesis and 

what would become his first published book, The Broom of the System––and eventually found 

their way into the world through his writing. What's most intriguing about this purported mode 

of Wallace's discovery is that it is very aligns with the historical Buddha's own admonishments 

to approach his (The Buddha's) teachings with a healthy skepticism and to attempt to prove or 

disprove them via first-hand experience. Thomas Merton, a spiritual scholar and proponent of 

interfaith understanding, expresses a similar notion:  

Zen is not theology and it makes no claim to deal with theological 
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truth in any form whatsoever. Nor is it an abstract metaphysics. It 
is, so to speak, a concrete and lived ontology which explains itself 
not in theoretical propositions but in acts emerging out of a certain 
quality of consciousness and of awareness. Only by these acts and 
by this quality of consciousness can Zen be judged. The paradoxes 
and seemingly absurd propositons it makes have no point except in 
relation to an awareness that is unspoken and unspeakable." 
(Merton, Mystics and Zen Masters, ix) 

 
 So if "a lived ontology" and the "acts" and "quality of consciousness" are all that can be 

“gaged,” what are we to make of this postcard Wallace wrote to DeLillo in August of 2001?  

I spent most of July in France. Paris + Dordogne River Region. Hightlights: 1) 
Went AWOL from Viet-Buddhist Monastary's Retreat10 - The Food was bad. 2) 
Watched 2 of 4 drunk peruvians drown in dordogne off st. foy la grande. 3) Ate a 
snail, on purpose. Work goes slowly. (Wallace Postcard to DeLillo, Harry 
Ransom Center, emphasis mine) 

 
 If Wallace's sarcastic admission of his own defeat in meditation retreat was analogous to 

the quality of thought in his writing, this study would not be terribly interesting, I don't think, 

because it's not too hard to find examples of people who don't reflect either enlightened 

philosophy nor enlightened activity, in their writing or otherwise.11 

 Rather, I think what this thin slice of his Buddhist biography reveals is that by 2001 (and 

almost certainly much earlier) Wallace had thought about and discovered enough about 

Buddhism both in his private personal life and through his writing, that he at the very least began 

making attempts to close the gap from the abstract metaphysical to the lived. Clearly he failed; or 

at least he writes that he clearly failed, though coming from a writer so self-conscious and ironic 

                                                             
10 Wallace is talking about the Zen teacher Thich Nat Hahn.  
11 In other words, analyzing a text that has no correspondence with Buddhist thought and 
showing why that's the case is not worthless but neither does it do the kind of literary work I'm 
hoping to do in this study.  
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and humorous, maybe he saw his failure as a kind of realization of how polarized his thoughts 

and writings were from his lived actions, a kind of realization that could lead to a galvanization 

of positive intention.  

 For which, there's lots of evidence, too. In 2005, DFW started an epistolary 

correspondence with a serious Zen practitioner named Christopher Hamacher. It was Hamacher 

who first reached out to Wallace for reasons quite similar to the foundation of this study: he saw 

in Wallace a man who's work flirted with Buddhist philosophy and Hamacher wanted to help 

Wallace bridge the gap between an intellectual understanding and a lived one.  

 The correspondence involves letters and postcards written from Wallace to Hamacher in 

which Wallace asks questions about Buddhist philosophy and more pragmatic meditation 

questions. For example, in a letter written on Feb 22nd, 2006, the day after DFW's 44th 

birthday––a fact he alludes to on top of the letter "(I just turned 44!)" and implies a galvanized 

interest in his own mortality, an obviously common catalyst for spiritual inquiries––Wallace 

writes: 

C.H. - 
I do like your letters. I'm not sure why. People send me all kinds of 
letters - you can imagine. A few get in me. Yours do. Not sure 
why, again.... 

Sitting is weird. I'm not sure whether I'm in the same kind of 
vestibulary period as you were (you do seem to presume that we 
and our lives are more similar than they actually are, I think [I 
mean 'existentially,' not metaphysically]). Mostly what I've 
observed are wild fluctuations in my own willingness. Some days I 
sit enthusiastically, enjoy it, am sorry when time's up. Other days I 
feel a visceral distaste for it, extreme reluctance- I wish could say 
that I always sit on these days, too, but often I blow it off. Other 
days I blow it off in a more juvenile way- wake up late, don't have 
time, put it off, 'I'll do it tonight instead' and then don't, etc.  
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Is it ok to sit in a chair? Or is severe pain part of the (non-) point? 
What about a 'meditation bench' that lets you kneel with a straight 
back? Is it half-lotus or nothing? If so, why?  
If I were to read one book or pamphlet about Z12, sitting, etc., what 
one would you recommend? Or is it good that I don't read or know 
anything. 

Again,² I get a lot out of your letters. It's Ok if I'm not sure why. 
Y.I.C., 

David Wallace 
P.S. What does the denouement feel like? as in "you’re hyper-self 
aware of everything, but there's no relief or denouement" (Wallace, 
2.22.06 Letter to Chris Hamacher, Private Collection) 

 

 Y.I.C. translates as “Yours In Christ." From a Buddhist's perspective it's nice to see that 

Wallace had a sense of humor about his inquiry. It suggests that he was avoiding an over-zealous 

approach which can burn out quickly; it also suggests that he intuited the playful non-theistic 

nature of Buddhism and that alluding to Christ would in no way offend a Buddhist. These points 

are very basic, but many lay people don't understand that the Buddha was not a God and that 

modern Zen takes no offense at what might be considered idolatry in other faiths. 

 

Wallace as Religious Writer 

 Buddhism is not fond of labels, but because we have to say something anyway, they're 

what we've got to work with. And one of the most common labels bandied about where Wallace 

is concerned––a label I have used myself up to now––is that of a philosopher, or a philosophic 

                                                             
12 Chris Hamacher is a Zen practitioner, so I'm assuming the "Z" stands for Zen; it is also the 
strand of Buddhist practice toward which Hamacher was pointing Wallace to, and another reason 
why out of the multitude of Buddhist varieties I'm going to focus most often on Zen.  
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writer. I'd like to make a proposition here for a new label, one that's imperfect but maybe 

imperfect in a new way that will be constructive toward a deeper understanding of his work: 

Wallace as a religious writer.  

 For sure, Buddhism is treated as a religion and has many religious elements in a large 

part of the Buddhist world. None of those culturally-religious things concern me here, however. 

Instead, I'd like to take Keiji Nishitani's lead in redefining what we mean by religion when 

compared to philosophy:  

In religion one persistently pushes ahead in a direction where 
doubt becomes a reality for the self and makes itself really present 
to the self. This sort of real doubt may, of course, show up in 
philosophical sepsis, but philosophy tends to transfer it to the 
realm of theoretical reflection, and within those confines to seek an 
explanation and solution of the problem. (Nishitani 18) 

 

 For Nishitani, religion is the movement toward doubt. In fact, it’s one of my favorite 

definitions of a Zen master––someone who has stopped seeking stable ground and has grown 

comfortable living amidst doubt and the unknown. The fuller definition as defined by Dale 

Wright is really poignant: 

The Zen master is the one who no longer seeks solid ground, who 
realizes that all things and situations are supported, not by firm 
ground and soldid self-nature, but rather by shifting and contingent 
relations. Having passed through this experience of the void at the 
center of everything, the master no longer fears change and 
relativity. The Zen master is undaunted by the negativity in every 
situation and every conversation. He no longer needs to hold his 
ground in dialogue, and therefore does not falter when all grounds 
give way. What he says is not his own anyway; he has no 
preordained intentions with respect to what ought to occur in the 
encounter. Indeed, on Buddhist terms, he has no self––his role in 
the dialogue is to reflect in a selfless way whatever is manifest or 
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can become manifest in the moment. (Wright 100) 
 

 Religion13 is therefore defined by Nishitani as an activity that "pushes" in a direction of 

doubt; it actively seeks doubt. This should sound familiar with regard to Keats's ideal poet, a 

man of negative capability and a man who can luxuriate in a lake without the urge to swim back 

to shore. Let's note therefore what Wallace said in conversation:  

You know, I enjoy church and I enjoy being part of a larger thing. I 
think it's just not in my destiny to be part of an institutional 
religion, because it's not in my nature to take certain things on 
faith. (Burn 99) 
 

 I'm not sure a Zen master could have said it any better, except maybe for the fact that we 

are part of a larger thing whether we want to be or not, and whether we know it or not; it's not a 

question of pushing toward it as much as it is a question of foregoing the struggle to deny it.

 In this religious context, with religion defined not by ritual but by adventuring toward the 

unknown, a useful way of approaching the historical Buddha is as a scientist14 of the mind and as 

                                                             
13 A very special kind of religion. Religion originates from the Latin religare (to bind). Religions 
in general, historically and culturally (not just in the West but in prehistory) served as tribal 
markers rather than metaphysical explanations: they bound people together as a community. This 
notion of religion, like those of many Western mystics, is quite different. I do not use this term to 
suggest that the minority view is somehow more authentically “religious” or that religion, really, 
is about seeking doubt. Historically that’s not what they were, or are, for. If they had been, they 
would have served no adaptive purpose and we would not have evolved them as cultural 
structures.  
 
14 Maybe more of the Heisenberg variety than the Baconian kind, the one admitting uncertainty 
and the other insisting on all results having to be reproduced exactly the same under similar 
conditions. The metaphor of a scientist isn't perfect, given a simplistic view of a scientist as 
someone who works toward the removal of the unknown; but it's not imperfect either: the 
scientist I envision is one who is comfortable in doubt, is comfortable to set up a laboratory in 
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an explorer of human happiness. Instead of deification and metaphysical speculation, Buddhism 

therefore concerns itself first and foremost with the pragmatics of suffering and how to end it. In 

order to do this, the Buddha had to speak from lived human experience. And he had to find a 

way to explain his insights. It's not enough to have wisdom; the hard part is finding ways to 

convey it. Which is in part what literature is and what it does and why we deem it a subject 

worth studying––there's a wisdom of life in it, told from myriad angles. Jeremiah Sullivan 

notices these qualities in Wallace in his review of The Pale King, but adds a note of warning:  

This is why, like no one else, [Wallace] seems to speak from inside 
the tornado. (A symbol that huanted his work, and that reappears in 
The Pale King.) It's this quality, of being inwardly divided, that 
risks getting flattened and written out of Wallace's story by his 
postmortem idolization, which would make of him a dispenser of 
wisdom. (Sullivan, GQ) 

 

 Being a dispenser of wisdom is implied by Sullivan to be pejorative; Wallace has one of 

his characters echo the sentiment: 

My best guess as to [my dad’s] never dispensing wisdom like other 
dads is that my father understood that advice––even wise advice––
actually does nothing for the advisee, changes nothing inside, and 
can actually cause confusion when the advisee is made to feel the 
wide gap between the comparative simplicity of the advice and the 
totally muddled complication of his own situation and path. (Pale 
King 208) 
 

 There is a tremendous amount of irony here, given that The Pale King is very much a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
the context of the unknown, doesn't run screaming when results don't confirm hypothesis, but 
remains calm and methodical and clear-minded in analysis. I'm looking at a scientist in Middle-
Way terms that puts her in the middle between a charlatan and a obsessive seeker of answers, a 
person who can luxuriate in the experiment itself. 
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book about the perceived problems associated with the IRS becoming less and less concerned 

with its civic duties. This passage also helps underscore how Wallace had begun to understand 

that large transformations will most likely only happen through active experience rather than 

passive receptivity of knowledge, however wise, a position that is Buddhist through and through. 

 But it's clear there is wisdom in Wallace; what's harder to process is how to find a way of 

approaching it without "flattening" the "tornado."15 If Sullivan's tornado metaphor is indeed apt, 

it's because the tornado is simultaneously full of tumultuous winds and has a tranquil "empty" 

center, is "inwardly divided." All approaches that would attempt to focus on one of its aspects––

either the form or the content, the wisdom or the technical expression of the wisdom––without 

the other would betray the complexity of the storm as a whole.  

 To idolize Wallace as a Wise-Man would be to overlook everything in his work that is 

troubling, discomforting and unwise. But part of what differentiates literature from "self-help" is 

that literature keeps all of the complexities of life intact; it is a mode of awareness showing us 

lives other than our own that helps us free ourselves from our self-involved habits. A Buddhist's 

approach will help keep us inside the tornado while it is whooshing through these pages, 

ravaging everything that's "good" and "bad" and leaving nothing but what is behind. 

                                                             
15 Which reminds me of T.S. Eliot's retort when asked to explain what his poems mean: "If I 
could have said it any differently, I would have."  



 

 

Chapter 2:  Broom of the System as DFW's Wittgensteinian Entry into Zen 

 

It is all one to me whether or not the typical western scientist understands or 
appreciates my work, since he will not in any case understand the spirit in which I 
write. Our civilization is characterized by the word 'progress'. Progress is its 
form rather than making progress being one of its features. Typically it 
constructs. It is occupied with building an ever more complicated structure. And 
even clarity is sought only as a means to this end, not as an end in itself. For me 
on the contrary clarity, perspicuity are valuable in themselves.  

             ~Wittgenstein 

 

I am not interested in constructing a building, so much as in having a perspicuous 
view of the foundations of possible buildings. So, I am not aiming at the same 
target as the scientists and my way of thinking is different from theirs.  
 

        ~ Wittgenstein  
 

 After thousands of years of segregation, the West's philosophers are beginning to 

assimilate Eastern ideas and are consequently creating their own Western-style Buddhist 

Philosophy. We––specifically imagined readers of this study in western universities operating 

from a western educational pedagogy, and, hopefully, general readers of David Foster Wallace's 

work––are only now beginnning to understand a way of thinking and seeing that has been around 

for thousands of years on the other side of the world. It turns out that a lot of our best thinkers 

have been discovering Buddhism organically; that is, without much indoctrination and Buddhist 

influence. If the Buddha's counsel to never take his teachings on faith was in any way sage 

advice, then the organic forms of Buddhist thinking in the West have a strong chance of aligning 

with the original teachings because they were arrived at not by imitation but through lived 
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experience and healthy skepticism of all doctrines, religious or otherwise.  

 Zen Buddhism is a practice of seeing through delusion. By revealing the wisdom of 

emptiness16 and the fruitful side of 'absence,' Buddhism continually works to free its practitioners 

from self-entrapping illusions, worldly attachments, and misunderstandings about human desires 

and capacities. (Howe 17) This compact view is not too far from Ludwig Wittgenstein's 

philosophy, or at least Wittgenstein's intentions for his philosophy.17 

 We know that Wallace took a class on Wittgenstein as an undergraduate because of the 

copies of Wittgenstein's work in his personal library that's housed in the HRC. Furthermore, 

Wallace's review of Wittgenstein's Mistress by David Markson in his (Wallace's) essay "The 

Empty Plenum" reveals an ongoing in-depth relationship with Wittgenstein's work, which makes 

clear he pretty much read and re-read all of Wittgenstein's philosophy. For example, see footnote 

thirty-three in the "The Empty Plenum" in which Wallace points the reader to specific sections in 

three different Wittgensteinian texts. Lastly and perhaps most saliently, Wallace's first novel, The 

Broom of the System, features Wittgenstein explicitly, and even more importantly, we can trace 

Wittgenstein's ideas throughout its pages. This presence is important for my project because 

philosophers and Buddhist scholars have been active in thinking about Wittgenstein as an 

inadvertent Buddhist interpreter.18 It will be worthwhile, therefore, to discern the ways in which 

Wallace's first work of fiction used Wittgenstein's theories and how closely these theories align 

                                                             
16 See Chapter 1, p. 11 
17 I myself am unfortunately not in the scholarly position to judge whether Wittgenstein 
succeeded, but there have been back-and-forth scholarly debates about the extent of 
Wittgenstein's success in moving beyond what he saw as the limits of his own work.  
18 "Inadvertent Buddhist interpreter" is my own term that I'm applying to my readings of these 
scholarly discussions.  



 

  42 

with Zen Buddhist thought.  

 

Lenore's Realization 

 "Most really pretty girls have pretty ugly feet, and so does Mindy Metalman, Lenore 

notices, all of a sudden." This first sentence of The Broom of the System is inconsequential plot-

wise, but reveals a lot about the young DFW's initial artistic world-view. He had been taking a 

lot of philosophy courses at Amherst College and working on some thorny issues that 

intertwined fatalism and linguistic expression:19 "Wallace was outraged that Taylor sought, and 

claimed to have derived, an explicitly metaphysical conclusion from purely logical or semantic 

premises." (Cahn, Eckert and Wallace) This philosophy thesis, which earned him an Honors 

distinction, disproved the argument made by Taylor that Wallace found so upsetting. But in order 

to do so, Wallace had to learn the jargon of modal logic, which he did, and did well.  

 With Broom, the writing style couldn't be more different than the formal logic present in 

his philosophy thesis despite them being written concurrently. Notice, for example, the 

colloquialisms in the first sentence and the chameleon nature of the word "pretty" being used as 

                                                             
19 In Broom, Wallace pokes self-defacing fun of what was actually a fully committed and 
serious endeavor: 

" I was a philosophy major, and for a joke we hit on this sort of syllogism, ostensibly proving 
we'd win."  

"Syllogism?" 

"Yeah, Lenore said. "Like a tiny little argument." She smiled over at Lang and held up fingers. 
"One. Obviously somebody has to win the lottery. Two. I am somebody. Three. Therefore 
obviously I have to win the lottery... It's called an E-screech equivocation. My brother disproved 
it to me that same year when I made him mad about something. It's sort of a math thing." (397)  



 

  43 

both an adjective and adverb in the very same clause.20 As opposed to the logical precision in his 

philosophy, Wallace was deliberately conveying an imprecision and fluidity of language in its 

actual use, a late Wittgensteinian idea. 

 Secondly, this sentence reveals Wallace's lack of interest in writing as a purely aesthetic 

craft. He announces here in the opening of his first major foray into fiction writing, in no 

uncertain terms, that "pretty" comes with "ugly" built in. Like Mindy Metalman, if you look 

pretty, it's because your feet are either hidden or the observer hasn't paid them any attention. But 

either way, there is no "pretty" without "ugly" and it would be a form of Buddhist ignorance to 

think a concept like "pretty" can exist in-and-of-itself. In fact, it is because of this belief in 

isolated concepts that people spend much of their lives in samsara, the cycle of chasing after an 

illusory "pretty solution" that merely results in a greater thirst for what was promised to be the 

quenching elixir. Consequently, Wallace's writing purports to forego looking pretty in order to 

accommodate the uglier parts in equal measure. This openness to entanglement is a distinctively 

Buddhist perspective, especially if it was stretched out to its logical conclusion that both "pretty" 

and "ugly" are mere constructs that co-arise. Wallace doesn't do that here, but his is a good start 

from which to get there.  

 This opening sentence is significant to the novel for another reason. It suggests that 

                                                             
20 Because of the research I've done at the HRC looking through most of Wallace's papers and 
correspondence with this editors, agents and his rough draft revision etiquette, I know that he 
was an exceptionally careful writer, not just in terms of word choice but also in terms of 
grammar, punctuation and tonal modality. Though it wouldn't be true 100% of the time, I have to 
assume that whatever linguistic features I come across in his writing are deliberate. I'd take this 
approach from a New Critical perspective anyway, but in this case, Wallace's meticulous 
attention to every last detail––his intentionality of sounding a certain way––has a lot to do with 
what the text ends up meaning.  
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there's a distinction between our mental concepts such as "pretty" and a physical reality that 

doesn't always accord with the concept. This realization, that what we perceive to be true, what 

we believe to be true, or what we wish to be true, is nonetheless entirely independent of what "is" 

true. The implicit question in Wallace's observation about Mindy Metalman's feet is therefore "Is 

Mindy Metalman pretty despite having really ugly feet?" And if so, at what point would she stop 

being "pretty"? What if her hands were ugly too? Or what about her nose? And if it's the nose 

that's the issue, by how many degrees does the nose require adjusting to sneak Mindy into the 

Pretty Club?  

 I used the phrase "realization" above because that's exactly how Wallace forms the 

sentence, by ending it with the appositive phrases "Lenore notices," and "all of a sudden." It 

turns out, therefore, that Wallace's first work of fiction begins with a very literal realization, 

founded on the simple act of "noticing."21 And that epiphany has to do with a realization about 

the distinction between how the world actually is versus the concepts we apply on top of it, and 

of which the concept "pretty" is but one in an endless number.  

 This infinite number of potential concepts exists because the world offers us an infinite 

number of things about which to form opinions. In the next sentence, for example, Wallace 

expands on what exactly make Mindy's feet so ugly: "They're long and thin and splay-toed, with 

buttons of yellow callus on the little toes and a thick stair-step of it on the back of the heel, and a 

few long black hairs are curling out of the skin at the tops of the feet, and the red nail polish is 

cracking and peeling in curls and candy-striped with decay." (Wallace 3) 

                                                             
21 "Noticing" in Zen is in contrast to "Judging": If we can learn how to notice and observe 
without judging, we'll likewise be able to avoid all sorts of emotional tempests in a teacup. More 
on this later.  
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 Here again we could perform the same task as above: at what point in reality did Mindy's 

feet become ugly? When they acquired the yellow calluses? Or the cracked nail polish? etc.  

 Lenore's realization is therefore not that pretty girls are not entirely pretty, but that ideas 

such as "pretty" and "ugly" have a material reality which cannot be neatly divided into the 

platonic concepts she thought were pure and indivisible. In Buddhist terms, the world in its 

reality trumps our ideas of it. And when we insist that our ideas are "right" and the world is 

"wrong" well, then, that's when we get things like pretty girls who can't ever feel pretty enough 

for some ineffable reason. Maybe it's the feet?  

 Finding it impossible to leave his philosopher's hat behind, Wallace announces that his 

fiction is going to combine the pretty with the ugly in a dialectic that will result in a portrait of 

reality. This foretelling ends up being quite prescient, given the multitudes of grotesque and 

hideous characters his fiction's universe will end up peopled with.  

Freedom 

The experience of oneself relating to other things [the world] is 
actually a momentary discrimination, a fleeting thought. If we 
generate these fleeting thoughts fast enough, we can create the 
illusion of continuity and solidity. It is like watching a movie, the 
individual film frames are played so quickly that they generate the 
illusion of continual movement. So we build up an idea, a 
preconception, that self and other are solid and continuous. And 
once we have this idea, we manipulate our thoughts to confirm it, 
and are afraid of any contrary evidence. It is this fear of exposure, 
this denial of impermanence that imprisons us…We seek to prove 
our own existence by finding a reference point outside ourselves… 
something solid to feel separate from." (Trungpa, The Myth of 
Freedom and the Way of Meditation 13, 19)22 
 

                                                             
22 This quote is by Chogyam Trungpa, a highly respected Buddhist  in the Tibetan tradition.  
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 The Broom of the System is a bildungsroman that is fundamentally about a young 

heroine's quest for freedom. Sensing that she's being controlled by various people and influences 

in her life, she begins a noir-esque investigation into the disappearance of her grandmother, 

thereby precipitating the action that follows and her eventual "coming of age."  

 Freedom is often the western term for what the Buddhist aim is.23 The Dharma, or 

Teachings of all the Zen lineage's Masters all have to do in some shape or other with Freedom. 

But freedom from what? And towards what? 

 Let's start with Wallace's conception of the problem as embodied in his main character 

Lenore Beadsman. Lenore is a young woman who, at age fifteen, makes the minor-epiphanic 

observation noted above. This minor epiphany is theoretical at the book's start, but doesn't stay 

that way. 

 In the first chapter, Lenore, visiting her sister in college, is witness to a fraternity prank 

played on her sister and her friends, in which a couple of frat boys––Andy Sealander Wang-

Dang Lang and Biff Diggerance, obviously self-referential signs indicating the characters are 

signifiers and signs of language––barge into a girls' dorm room and insist that the girls sign the 

boys' bare bottoms with their pens. But despite being a mere fraternity prank, the scene is 

contextualized by Wallace in unambiguously dire terms by having the girls talk about campus 

safety and its hush-hush policy about rape. For whatever reason, the girls surmise, rape happens 

with disarming regularity but is swept under the rug as often as possible. Nobody wants to 

discuss the problem.  

                                                             
23 "Aim," too, is imprecise, but it'll have to suffice.  
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 Having found the courage to utilize her insight that "pretty" and "ugly" are often 

intertwined in the same place, Lenore refuses to be symbolically raped by the two men who 

insist that the girls sign their bare asses. While the other girls succumb to the pressure––

misogynistic and linguistic––thereby letting the men and the language they represent have its 

way, Lenore refuses:  "'No, I'm not going to touch you, much less sign you,' says Lenore. 'You're 

a coward,' she says to Sue Shaw. 'You have ugly feet,' she says to Mindy Metalman" (Broom 

20). 

 It's crucial, I think, that Wallace underscores the "signing" as even more offensive than 

the physical touching, implying that language and its power is somehow more sacred than the 

mere physicality of flesh. This explicit differentiation, among the less subtle clues given by the 

nature of the prank itself and the names Wallace uses for the pranksters, suggests that we should 

consider Lenore's position in Broom as about the lack of agency she has when it comes language, 

as though language can literally rape her/us. And rape, of course, is the ultimate signifier of a 

lack of freedom.  

 Having situated Lenore's problem of freedom in terms of language, Wallace ends the first 

section by constructing a dualistic view of the dilemma:  

 
Lenore runs out into the tiled hall, away. Outside there will be air 
Lenore wants out of Rumpus Hall very much, and gets our, finally 
she does, but only after negotiating a hall door, a stair door, a hall 
door, and a front door, all locked tight from the inside. Out in the 
crusty March lawn, by the wash of the well-lit street, amid crowds 
of boys in blue blazers going up the walk, putting Certs in their 
mouths, she enjoys a brief nosebleed. (21) 
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 Lenore is stuck "inside." Her solution is to get "outside," despite there being all sorts of 

labyrinthine obstacles in the way. Such oppositions represent the kind of good vs. bad thinking 

that is not too hard to find, and is not Buddhist in anyway whatsoever. What's promising, 

however, is that Lenore is brave enough to notice that something is wrong, that she wants to find 

a solution, and that she acts and doesn't merely submit to the way things appear to be like the 

other girls do. Even better, Wallace ends the novel's opening section with an intriguing promise: 

Lenore has the capacity to enjoy a nosebleed, instead of merely suffering from it. Being "outside" 

might indicate that she has the capacity not to be outside of language, per se, but outside thinking 

of it in dualistic terms. 

 

Wittgenstein and Zen 

 How can we escape from something that is inescapable? How can we be outside of 

something that is everywhere around us and is us (at least where language-enabled humans are 

concerned)?  

 For the remainder of this chapter, instead of parsing Broom chronologically, I'm going to 

focus instead on all the sections that have direct ties to Ludwig Wittgenstein and his philosophy; 

it turns out there's a good reason for scrutinizing this conjuction in a project about Wallace and 

Buddhism.  

 Dr. Rupert Read recently wrote an article titled "Wittgenstein and Zen Buddhism" in 

which he looks over scholarship regarding Wittgenstein and Zen and claims that detractors 

looking to deny the connection between Wittgenstein and Buddhism fundamentally do not 
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understand either Zen, or Wittgenstein, or both:  

Just how extraordinarily close Wittgenstein is to Zen has not been 
sufficiently rendered. Wittgenstein does, I submit, as Hacker denies, write 
"in a spirit of Kierkegaardian irony [and] in the manner of a Zen master. 
He is precisely a practitioner of a kind of "Zen pedagogy." Zen and 
Wittgenstein may be different, but they are also deeply similar... 
Wittgenstein and Zen are fundamentally aligned in thinking that 
philosophical error is by no means the preserve of academic philosophers 
or of academics of any kind, and in thinking that the task of overcoming 
one's own inclinations to delusions of a mythic nature or gravity is a task 
utterly bigger than and different from any policing of mere linguistic 
confusions... In Zen and in Wittgensteinian practice, one does not believe 
that the truth can be said. But one does not believe either that there is an 
unsayable truth. For that would make the telos of one's practice sound 
much too like what one does not believe is available, in principle, full 
stop. Just as Descartes made mind and matter too alike to each other by 
making them both kinds of stuff/substance/ just as talk of the actual 
infinite or of infinity as existing betrays infinity by making it too alike to 
the finite; just as talk of saying and showing is precisely what needs to be 
overcome, because it makes showing sound like just another kind of 
saying––Zen and Wittgenstein, when seeing the world aright, take care not 
to make it seem like they are seeing some thing, or some truth, that cannot 
be put into words... Isn't there something weird about comparing a vast set 
of traditions of many hundreds of years (Zen) with one man 
(Wittgenstein)? Yes, of course there is. But one day, it might seem much 
less odd. That is the day of which I am thinking: a time, whose beginnings 
are perhaps there, in which Wittgenstein will be seen not as one man in the 
history of analytic philosophy, but as a major cultural figure who has 
helped to spawn a large set of long traditions, including some in close 
affinity with those spawned by another man, Sakyamuni Buddha. (Read 
18-24) 

 

 Let’s keep the above in mind as we return to the novel.  

Broom of the System 

 So Lenore goes to visit her grandmother at the SHAKER HEIGHTS NURSING HOME. 

We can read into the name, as Wallace suggests we do by making it so obviously a signifier and 
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signified, both, and see that this will be the locus of a new perspective that will shake her up. 

Lenore also hurries through an "inner glass door" (29) which is reminiscent of all the doors 

Lenore had to go through in the opening section, except, of course, that this time it's glass and 

see-through. In Zen Buddhist terms, that's a big difference: instead of seeing doors as obstacles 

to some "outside" Lenore merely recognize them as doors and learns to see through them and 

open them without feeling like they were there to trap her; they were just there, and she "just" 

opened it. At least, that's the goal.  

 It's not too much of a stretch to call Broom an allegorical24 novel that in a postmodern-

meta-literary way is self-conscious of itself as such. The main characters are very much stand-ins 

for philosophical positions or concepts, most of them having to do with language. Lenore 

Beadsman, however, is a character who recognizes herself as such, and begins to worry she 

herself is nothing but language. 

 The central tension of the book is therefore between Lenore, who wants to regain at least 

a semblance of control of her life, and the characters that wish to control it, most notably her 

boyfriend Rick Vigorous and her CEO capitalist father Stonecipher Beadsman.  

 In the allegorical spirit, Lenore represents language as referential use and a way toward 

something else, but not valuable in and of itself because there is no "there" here. In her therapy 

sessions, she says that she has an "intuition that her own personal perceptions and actions and 
                                                             
24 "Only modernists and historicists, who assume that texts from distant contexts will be 
irrelevant to current needs, don't need allegory.... Reading practices will be motivated to attain 
whatever sophistication is required to find ways in which they are, in fact, still relevant. (Wright 
60); There is no understanding without projective involvement by the one who understands, and 
there is no understanding that merely duplicates the original. We can interpret "allegory" as a 
metaphor for all understanding. We always understand "this" as something else, as whatever it is 
when new light is shed on it. 
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volitions were not under her control," that she felt like she was being "used," "as if she had no 

real existence, except for what she said and did and perceived and et cetera, and that these were, 

it seemed at such times, not really under her control. There was nothing pure. (Broom 66-67) In 

another passage, Rick Vigorous explains that "Lenore has a quality that attracts men. It is not a 

normal quality, or a quality that can be articulated... 'playfulness' will not do. These both denote, 

and so fail. Lenore has the quality of a sort of game about her." (Broom 72-73)  

 Lenore, in other words, is an anthropomorphic vision of Wittgenstein's later philosophy 

of language as a game, as a use, something without intrinsic principles and entirely dependent on 

what people (men) do with it/her.  

 Rick Vigorous is her foil, a character who describes himself as "horribly sensitive to 

pain"25 (68) and "possessive" and "madly jealous." (72) In language terms, he is the opposite of 

Lenore: he thinks of himself as language itself, something that is real and has meaning in and of 

itself, which means he is the paradoxical embodiment of concepts and conceptual thinking. In the 

novel's terms, he is deeply and excessively self-conscious, especially of his sexual incompetence:  

That I must in the final analysis remain part of the world that is 
external to and other from Lenore Beadsman is to me a source of 
profound grief. That others may dwell deep, deep within the ones 
they love, drink from the soft cup at the creamy lake at the center 
of the Object of Passion, while I am fated forever only to intuit the 
presence of deep recesses while I poke my nose, as it were, merely 
into the foyer of the Great House of Love, agitate briefly, and 
make a small mess on the doormat, pisses me off to no small 

                                                             
25 The opposite of Lenore, whose body he has a hard time literally touching, because it's not 
quite there, as for example in the scene where Rick wants to play footsies but Lenore is sitting 
with her legs curled underneath herself on a chair, and all Rick could feel was empty space 
beneath Lenore's chair, "Me being insanely curious where her legs were." (66) Furthermore, 
Lenore is obsessively-compulsively clean, which is a way of wishing the natural flesh of the 
body was something other than what it is.  
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degree. (60)  
 

 Rick is a man who can think, but cannot act. He can tell Lenore stories, which is 

essentially all he does, but he cannot satisfy her body. In plot terms, Rick is the front for Lenore's 

father's capitalist venture, in the guise of a Frequent and Vigorous Publishing House, that 

literally does nothing, not even publish. In a sense, Rick reflects Auden's sentiment from "In 

Memory of W.B Yeats":   

   For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives 
    In the valley of its making where executives 

    Would never want to tamper, flows on south 
    From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs, 

                  Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives, 
    A way of happening, a mouth. (82 Selected Poems) 

  

 Rick Vigorous is a self-obsessed mouth out of which nothing but words come out. He 

wants to possess, but cannot act: He is the anthropomorphic embodiment of language as a self-

obsessed narcissist, as the notion of concepts run amok.  

 "'I refuse to ask or answer who she is. What is she?' I am possessive. I want to own her, 

sometimes. And this of course does not sit well with a girl thoroughly frightened of the 

possibility that she does not own herself" (59). Wallace has in these two characters set up a 

binary way of looking at language: Lenore, who feels that she has no "essence" and is mere "use" 

is being, in fact, controlled by someone who can be nothing himself and can merely manipulate 

others––whom, like himself, he sees as objects––by convincing them that his (i.e.language's) 

imaginative purpose––the telling of stories and fantasies––is somehow worthwhile in and of 
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itself with no genuine relational quality to speak of. Rick can therefore be read as a crude 

allegory of early Wittgenstein's language philosophy in which language has a pictoral-

relationship with the world, the rules of which can be learned and mastered in order to control 

what can be said and to leave everything else alone.  

 Mapping these two characters in terms of Wittgensteinian philosophy leads us to see a 

duality between Rick as language that is self-centered and controlling and Lenore as language 

that has no-self and is merely the object of those around her. Phrased in just such a way, this 

becomes a fundamental misunderstanding of Wittgenstein; what's missing, I propose, is the Zen-

Buddhist-insight into the problem of dualistic thinking.  

 Wallace sensed––inadvertently or not–– the trap of this kind of "is" or "is not" thinking 

and precipitated the action and resolution of it through the disappearance of Lenore's great-

grandmother, also named Lenore Beadsman, who is the allegorical stand-in for Wittgenstein 

himself. Either because his fiction writing skills were still crude or because he wanted to be sure 

nobody missed the point, Wallace makes the allegory absolutely explicit when detailing 

Grandma's disappearance: "She didn't take the Investigations,26 which is like her prize possession 

because it's autographed."(40, emphasis mine) And in another section, we learn that grandma 

had gone to Cambridge in the twenties "where she had been a student of Wittgenstein, [and] still 

had notes from his classes." (63)  

 Wallace also describes Grandma as having a keen interest in antimonies, which are 

paradoxes like ""the barber who shaves all and only those who do not shave themselves." (42) 

This is a crucial feature to include if the Wittgensteinian allegory is to hold up.  
                                                             
26 Wittgenstein's second book of philosophy, properly titled Philosophical Investigations 
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 On the one hand, if we carefully consider Grandma as an antinomian presence, her 

"disappearance" is a reason the problem of "is" and "is not," in the novel's early sections, is the 

source of tension and conflict: namely, if paradox is not allowed, then endless dualistic 

arguments can and are presented like two ice-cubes butting against each other and cracking but 

never resolving.  

 Secondly, Grandma can represent both Wittgenstein, and, at the same time, Lenore Jr. 

herself. For one, she (Grandma) shares the same name as Lenore Beadsman (Lenore Beadsman 

Sr.), which is evidence enough. But in order to avoid the trap Rick has fallen into, Grandma is 

also "great" because––and here we have a narrative aside–– "it could really probably be argued 

in more than one sense of the word, which is to say the supplier of your name, the person under 

whose aegis you'd first experienced chocolate, books, swing sets, antinomies, pencil games, 

contract bridge, the Desert, the person in whose presence you'd first bled into your underwear..." 

(31) What's salient about this list is that in Grandma's presence, Lenore is capable of being 

linguistic (i.e. books, pencil games) and physically real (swing sets and the laws of physics 

involved, menstruation).  

 Therefore, when Lenore learns of Grandma's disappearance, she says, "I don't think I 

understand what 'missing' means." (32) From Lenore's on-the-ground perspective, she's not 

really confused about what it means that Grandma is missing; but from our readerly one, it's 

confusing because Lenore Jr. herself is Grandma, so of course it's strange for her to think she 

herself is "missing" when she's standing right there and is herself the one doing all the 

questioning. Which is to say, that like the antimony, Lenore Jr. is and is not Grandma Sr. Yes, 

this kind of paradox by definition makes no sense, but that's exactly Wallace's intended effect, I 
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think, and part of why I think he had an affinity for Buddhist thinking.27 

 The time is ripe to integrate the Zen perspective in all of this. If this novel is in fact a 

coming of age story, then it is a search for Lenore's Self, her identity. Yet one of the fundamental 

insights offered by Zen is that there is no such thing as a "Self" but not in a negating absent way 

as Lenore initially feels might be the case.  

 Instead, the Zen path is a non-dualistic way of approaching the problem. If Rick 

represents the "is" argument––Rick is language, can only be language, is nothing but words and 

stories and therefore a narcissist–– and Lenore is not language but its use, only a pawn in their 

game with no agency of her own––and both these arguments are (crude) allegories of 

Wittgenstein's early and later linguistic philosophy28, then Wittgenstein's/Grandma's 

disappearance affords the possibility of negating both these views and obviously instigating the 

question  "to be replaced with what?"  

 Well, unfortunately, the answer is unspeakable. But that does not mean it does not exist, 

as a nihilistic reading would suggest. Rather, it means just this: if neither "is" nor "is not" 

captures our reality, then language itself, though useful, cannot, in and of itself, nor its use, show 

us the reality it points to.  

 In terms of the "Self," Rick Vigorous is a good stand-in for the person caught in a 

possessive view and attachment to the idea of a Self; Lenore, in her fevered stage of questing, 

                                                             
27 In this case that would be the Rinzai form of Buddhism that incorporated Koans––seemingly 
paradoxical statements–– as a core element of practice.  
28 The "propositions" themselves, though obviously not the "beyond" at which Wittgenstein was 
aiming via the propositions; as Wittgenstein noted, the "mystical" itself cannot be talked about. I 
hope this makes sense.  
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represents the nihilistic No-Self position in which she is nothing but the words of someone's 

story and feels lost and unmoored. But both these views are just that: views and concepts, neither 

of which are reality.  

 Wallace has fun demonstrating the strangeness of Lenore and Rick's (and our) activity of 

freely coming up with concepts and then believing them to be true through his analogy of the 

Great Ohio Desert, or GOD. It's an entirely man-made "desert," "A point of savage reference for 

the good people of Ohio. A place to fear and love. A blasted region. Something to remind us of 

what we hewed out of. A place without malls. An Other for Ohio's Self... Desolation... Just a 

super idea... Concept. Desert. Color. Name." (54-56) As readers, we intuit the absurdity of 

commercially creating the idea of a God that is openly acknowledged as an idea and "name" 

only, rather than the thing itself, like a magician who is performing magic tricks and 

simultaneously revealing the source of illusion, but yet still asking us to see the show every 

week. But what's most, dare I say, insane, is that it advertises itself as a place without malls, 

thought it itself is entirely man-made and conceptual like a mall is.  

 In a similar way, Wallace has fun reifying the idea of the Self by making it literal in the 

character Norman Bombardini's dining habits. He wants to eat so much that his Self would 

literally begin to encompass the world:  

There is room, physical room, for you in my stomach. Do you 
hear? You see before you a swine. An eating fiend of unlimited 
capacity. Bring me meat...For each of us the universe is deeply and 
sharply and completely divided into for example in my case, me, 
on one side, and everything else, on the other. This for each of us 
exhaustively defines the whole universe, Vigorous. The whole 
universe. Self and Other... Yes and also not only that each of our 
universes has this feature, but that we are by nature without 
exception aware of the fact that the universe is so divided, into 
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Self, on one hand and Other, on the other. Exhaustively divided. 
It's part of our consciousness. (82, 90) 

 
 Bombardini's caricature of making the Self literal and all encompassing is an absurd joke, 

but one that makes an important point: in order to attempt to become at one with the universe, 

people take a literal approach, much like Rick does with language in his attempt to possess 

Lenore through words.  

 Thus in both these instances, Wallace is deflating the religious ideas in which we openly 

create a belief system and then we openly believe them to be true, a duality through which we 

are "exhaustively divided" and which becomes our "consciousness." This kind of religious 

thinking is a highly constructed movement toward certainty, as opposed to the kind of religious 

inquiry Buddhism asks us to make, one that moves us toward doubt––of Self, of Non-Self, of 

GOD, etc.–– instead.  

 Therefore, whether it's a conceptual thirst for G.O.D. or for an infinite Self or for another 

person as an Object of Desire, each of these cases is a longing for some form of ground or some 

form of security, regardless of the conceptual legerdemain involved.  

 Broom of the System is therefore a novel about the ways we trap ourselves into believing 

what turn out to be highly imaginative concepts––the novel is full of Rick's imaginative stories, 

plus riffs like the Great Ohio Desert and Norman Bombardini mentioned above––and how hard it 

is to free ourselves of such concepts when the approach by which we attempt to do so is 

dualistic.  

 Rick, on the one hand, cannot stop telling stories. His imagination is so fecund, in a rabid 
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kind of way, and his sense of Self is so strong, that his is a life of obsession, and jealousy and 

insecurity; which should make sense––if you're convinced there's a Self to protect, lots of energy 

is required to keep up the fortress walls.  

 Lenore, on the other hand, believes she has no Self and is a mere linguistic construct: "it 

seems like it's not really like a life that's told, not lived; it's just that the living is the telling, that 

there's nothing going on with me that isn't either told or tellable, and if so, what's the difference, 

why live at all?" (119) This view that there's no such thing as extra-linguistic efficacy is the other 

side of the Self coin, and has very clear nihilistic overtones.  

 Both these views are forms of trying to control reality, either through assertion or through 

denial. When left on their own, we can see that Rick and Lenore's relationship is dysfunctional. 

He feels nothing but increasing jealousy and she remains unsatisfied and paranoid that she 

doesn't really exist; he cannot love her and she cannot be loved.  

 The repercussion of this kind of desire to control and to be free from control turns out to 

be chaotic. Wallace dramatizes the chaos by having Lenore work as a switchboard operator––an 

allegorization of open and effective communication––except of course the lines are all out of 

control: "We get an incredible amount of wrong numbers (43)... we now all of a sudden share a 

single number with all these other places.... (49) the point is they can't be sure where it'll ring, 

and neither can you, which is obviously subpar service. Your number's not picking you out of the 

network like it should."  

 In a book about the workings and nature of language, it's bad news indeed when the main 

characters can't communicate because their lines (of communication) are literally crossed and 
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haywire. In a not very subtle way, Wallace is implying that the more we try to control our reality, 

either by insisting that there is a Self or that there isn't a Self––that we are inside language or 

controlled by language––the more reality appears to be chaotic, and the more energy is required 

to exert even more control which leads to an exhausting and vicious cycle.  

 

Linguistic Problems of Philosophy 

 There's a fairly common view of Wittgenstein as a philosopher of language who was 

concerned first and foremost with cleaning up linguistic problems. However, according to Rupert 

Read, "It's a complete misunderstanding of Wittgenstein, early or late, to see him as a 'language-

policeman.' Wittgenstein was no positivist. Consider the following remark from Culture and 

Value: 'Don't for heaven's sake, be afraid of talking nonsense! Only don't fail to pay attention to 

your nonsense.'" (Wittgenstein and Zen Buddhism 16) What Wittgenstein is underscoring is 

attention and presence––via grammar––two distinct and fundamental core attributes of Zen 

Buddhism.  

 I'd now like to quote at length Rupert's case for the similarities between Zen Buddhism 

and Wittgenstein because his is a succinct summary of both as it pertains to this study: 

What Wittgenstein was aiming for was coming to know 
one's way about the temptations one suffers to say things that one 
will come to see as not saying anything at all. Coming to know, 
coming to terms with the temptations to which you are subject––
and thus being liberated from them.  

Thus, as anticipated by Jean-Jacque Rousseau and as in 
meditation, the remedy is in the evil. The change that Wittgenstein 
wants to bring about is a change that is brought about not by 
repressing or suppressing a part of yourself or some part of your 
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thoughts, but by allowing it and them to full consciousness: by 
accepting that you really do have this inclination––and neither 
repressing it nor attaching to it. This is the real difficulty of 
philosophy: a difficulty of the will, not of the intellect. One must 
have the willpower to suspend one's will to allow one's mind to 
cure itself.  

 What is Zen Buddhism? It is not a doctrine nor a dogma. It 
is more of a practice, a way. Let's say: in Rinzai, it is the 
attainment of enlightenment through dwelling on koans until the 
power of one's ego intellect is "broken" by them and the mind 
flows freely; in Soto, just sitting (shikantaza) until, through 
meditation, the same goal is attained. Why is it so hard? Because 
the overwhelming temptation is to try to achieve the goal. This will 
make one impatient with the present moment. Whereas, in truth, 
the "goal" is precisely to be at ease in and with the present 
moment. The skillful means of Zen are actually already the goal, 
surreptitiously. But this leads to the grave danger that one will 
attach to those means.  

 This also further explains why the route taken in Zen must 
be indirect, why the practitioner has to be deceived into the truth. 
There could not possibly be any such truth as one imagines there is 
in the direct route. For what one has to be cured of is exactly the 
temptation to think that there is anything, even anything 
unstateable/ineffable, which is the truth of Buddhism, the truth of 
life. The means are the end––but one must not attach to the means 
either. (16-17) 

  

 Rick's self-centered and jealous view of Grandma (as allegory of Wittgenstein) 

summarizes the linguistic/philosophical approach most people take to be Wittgenstein's domain–

–as opposed to Rupert's reading of him as a philosopher of Zen: "The woman is apparently 

obsessed with words... crackpot genius who believed everything was words... She teases Lenore 

with a certain strange book... Words and a book and a belief that the world is words and Lenore's 

conviction that her own intimate personal world is only of, neither by nor for, her." (73-74)  

 Wittgenstein himself foresaw the high probability that his philosophy would be 
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misunderstood, as per his quote in the epigraph to this chapter: "It is all one to me whether or not 

the typical western scientist understands or appreciates my work, since he will not in any case 

understand the spirit in which I write."  

 Wittgenstein even included in his early work a warning coupled as instructions on how to 

read and understand him: "My propositions are elucidatory in this way: he who understands me 

finally recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has climbed out through them, on them, over 

them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) He must 

overcome these propositions." 

 The similarity between Wittgenstein's instructions and this Zen Master's should appear 

striking: "The most important point is to establish yourself in a true sense, without establishing 

yourself on delusion. And yet we cannot live or practice without delusion. Delusion is necessary, 

but delusion is not something on which you can establish yourself. It is like a stepladder. Without 

it you can't climb up, but you don't stay on the stepladder." (Suzuki 41)  

 And so in one way, Grandma represents Wittgenstein's philosophy that emphasizes the 

fact that all our problems stem from linguistic misunderstandings. In another way, Grandma is 

the force that shaped Lenore, her historical past and identity, and in the antinomian sense, is even 

Lenore herself. But finally, I'd like to suggest that Grandma's real presence in this novel is most 

notable because of her absence. It's her going "missing" that prompts Lenore to ask, innocently at 

first, what "missing" even means.  
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 Thus when Grandma goes "missing" Lenore is given the opportunity to ask the question 

"What does 'missing' even mean?" She becomes curious about the confusion and chaos in her 

life––the wonky phone lines, the missing grandmother, her talking Cockatiel––and, unbeknownst 

to her, begins to act like a detective solving a mystery. This is in stark contrast to someone who 

thinks her life has no agency because it's just a linguistic construct for some ulterior end. Asking 

questions, in other words, is both how the problem arises and its solution.  

 Broom prominently features dualistic thinking in terms of the Self: inside the self, outside 

the self, and whether there can be meaningful interaction between the two. But keeping up this 

mode of dualistic thinking requires lots of control, a theme Wallace explores consistently 

throughout the book in the guise of characters who are controlling: Stonecipher controlling his 

kids and wife; Clarice, Lenore's sister, spends family nights controlling their natural 

development through masked plays that mimic the idea of open discussions; LaVache controls 

his reality through language manipulation and naming; Father Stonecipher controls Rick and 

Lenore all in the name of corporate profit.  

 Surrounded by characters that control, Lenore wants to free herself of it: "You want to 

know what I really don't love? I don't love this sick obsession with measuring, and demanding 

that things be said, and pinning, and having, and telling. It's all one big boiling spasm that makes 

me more than a little ill, not to mention depressed. (289) 

 The most emphatic measure through which all this control is exerted is language. When 

there's a division between the signifier and the signified, the sign is unwholesome or non-

existent. Therefore approaching life as a controlling and endless stream of signifiers––Rick the 

mouth, the story-teller, language itself––or as an endless sensation of signifieds, ideas, concepts 
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that just seem to happen, Lenore the aseptic "idea" who feels divorced from life itself, is the 

essence of an endless dualistic struggle.  

 It is Wittgenstein's disappearance that catalyzes the possibility to move beyond the 

signifier/signified duality, beyond "is" and "is not." It's important to note that it is not 

Wittgenstein's philosophy itself that Wallace proposes as the solution; Grandma after all is 

accused of filling Lenore with detrimental ideas that she's merely a linguistic construct. Rather, 

it's the absence of all philosophy that prompts Lenore to inquire about what it might mean for 

something to go "missing."  

 

How to be a Buddhist Reader 

 Speech, language and its absence are one of the central recurring themes in Broom. Rick 

talks too much and makes up stories; Vlad the Impaler, Lenore's Cockatiel, learns to talk; 

Stonecipher is silent and Lenore can't get in touch with him or he's compulsively lying and 

therefore not saying much of value; the switchboard is broken and wrong people are talking to 

each other. Lenore feels she's nothing but words and is being used by someone; and then all of a 

sudden she has a talking bird whom Grandma left her: "And then off she goes, and takes off, and 

won't talk to me, but fixes it so that now Vlad talks to me, except all Vlad can really do is repeat 

what I say to him, and even that not too well... so that it's like I'm sort of talking to myself, alone, 

now, except even more so, because there's now this little feathered pseudo-myself outside me 

that, constantly reminds me it's just myself I'm talking to, only" (285). Wallace ostensibly sets up 

language as the problem, and the instances above are all versions in which language or its flip-
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side absence is responsible for Lenore's existential dilemma because she feels she's either 

controlled by it or that it's entirely missing, or in the case of Vlad, that it's mere echo.  

 But since Buddhism is a tradition that uses words to get its message across, how is it in 

any way a solution to Lenore's problems? It turns out some things have to be shown, not said, 

and this is the approach that Zen stresses. Zen is neither defined nor defiled by verbal 

explanations, but some mental contents have no verbal equivalents. Words are part of Zen, but 

words are not all there is to Zen (Mortensen 12).  

 Lenore's actions, therefore, are a way out of her feeling that they are nothing but 

linguistic constructs: "For what one has to be cured of is exactly the temptation to think that there 

is anything, even anything unstateable/ineffable, which is the truth of Buddhism, the truth of 

life."  

 Even though Wallace might not have known much about Buddhism directly, neither its 

philosophic roots nor its religious cousins, he implicitly poked around with ideas of what it could 

not have been by way of his satirical skewering of capital R religion.  

 The Great Ohio Desert, or GOD, is conceived as a postmodern idea, where people 

acknowledge that a GOD is missing in their lives and therefore they openly create one (it). But, 

unfortunately, it becomes a theme-park and overcrowded and commercialized. Despite its 

problems, the major characters in the novel nonetheless insist that's where Lenore should go to 

find Grandma, and so she goes and, obviously, finds nothing besides people who are trying to 

manipulate her.  

 The penultimate scene of the novel is likewise a skewering of Christian faith and what it 
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means to be "together" and "partners" of God: the preacher Reverend Sykes uses the rhetoric of 

togetherness to cajole people into donating money to the church; the rhetoric itself doesn't come 

from the preacher, though, because Vlad the Impaler, whom we know is nothing but a bird who 

can repeat words he learned by overhearing Candy and Lenore, starts squawking meaningless 

phrases that the Reverend manipulates to have some form of Christian overtone. The words 

themselves are meaningless, we realize. It's how they are used that matter, and in the novel, all 

religious impulse is satirized by Wallace as being self-centered, manipulative and greedy 

because of a gap in what the words "say" and the intention with which they are spoken, which in 

the Reverends case are self-centered.  

 Wallace captures the idea of Religious fervor, when looked at dualistically, in a dream 

Rick Vigorous has about insects:  

My light was on, and it being August, insects wanted in.... The lit 
den made the insects tap and bounce on the windowscreen, 
wanting in. And a few would get in, that was OK, but then I would 
hear tiny dry sounds of impact and I would look up and there 
would be the insects, bouncing off the frosted glass shell around 
the light fixture: let us in let us in. And unscrew the shell, and then 
there you would be as before, but with the insects now bouncing 
off the hot thin skin of the lightbulb itself, let us in, banging with 
blunt heads and burnt wings, let us in. All right, but where did they 
want to go? Because break the lightbulb open with, say, the tiny 
screwdriver you use to fix the keys of your typewriter, break open 
the skin of the bulb to let them in, and either the light they want is 
killed and the game is over, or else they simply orbit the 
unenterable, filament until they are fried dry and fall away. (377)  

 
 The ever receding idea of God––here in the metaphor of a shining light–– as a something 

one can get to is brilliantly (ha!) undermined by the question "All right, but where did they want 

to go?" To confuse God with an idea or a thing, a destination, is to render it impossible, and, 
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Wallace seems to say, dangerous, because you can literally end up sacrificing your life in the 

quest.  

 The ending of Broom offers an alternative. The last line is: "'You can trust me,' R.V. says, 

watching her hand. 'I'm a man of my            "29  

 Wallace therefore ends Broom with a linguistic "trick" for which he had to fight hard 

with his editor to keep in the final published edition. Wallace's editor, Gerry Howard, thought the 

ending was too complicated and wouldn't make sense to most readers looking for a tidier 

resolution. Instead, Wallace insists it stay, saying:  "A great deal of the book, not to mention the 

assorted characters' assorted angsts, concern the relation between words and names, on one hand, 

and just what they stand for, on the other, especially when evaluted under the rubric of a more or 

less self-consciously fictional world, then I like the ending: the word missing is clearly ‘word,’ 

so that we are absent a word, and also the word "word," so that word and reference are finally 

unified... in absence." (Letter to Bonnie Nadell 31 October, Harry Ransom Center)  

 Wallace thereby underscores and highlights yet again the importance of absence that 

leads to a way out of the problems of dualistic thinking he dramatized for much of the novel.  

Rick's need to objectively use language is the reason he could never move beyond seeing others 

as objects, as living people; he was too busy using it for his own objective ends for it to 

intermingle with the subject of its advances, much like a lounge piano player who plays not-stop 

and cannot enjoy his own music. On one hand, if Rick's problem is with confusing the telling of 

stories with actual communication between two people, the exact problem of compulsive story 

telling that destroys his relationship with Lenore, then finally learning to refrain from speaking is 
                                                             
29 The actual ending has no ending quotation mark, there's only space.  
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a huge move in the right direction for Rick, symbolically. 

 Linguistically, this sleight of pen demonstrates Wallace's philosophical understanding of 

language as a means to an end, but not the end itself. This blank quotation is the literary version 

of "emptiness is form, form emptiness" in which the idea itself is empty, without an intrinsic 

self-essence, and the language in which it is expressed is its form. It seems like what language 

allows us to do is to see through it, to its emptiness, in which, as Wallace himself notes, the idea 

and its embodiment reside. We must learn how to use language, but not get stuck on it. Zen 

positions itself unequivocally in support of this very idea: 

To know the origins of a sutra30, its setting, narrative employment, 
primary concepts, and overall position on Buddhist issues was the 
primary point of [early Buddhist monks and their] study. The 
sutras thus became objects of knowledge in and of themselves. Zen 
criticisms of these practices commonly point out the limitations of 
"objectification,"31 and of knowledge as an end itself. Knowing 
what the sutras say about enlightenment is not the same as 
awakening.  

Tsung-mi's evaluation of scholarly practice works in this 
direction, but still falls short of the full force of the Zen critique. 
He has his interlocutor comment that "the important thing is to get 
the idea and not to value specialization in the texts." Huang Po's32 
orientation to reading would reposition priorities so that the 
important thing is neither to "value specialization" nor to "get the 
idea," but rather to look through the sutra and its "idea" to the 
realities presented in their light. The point of studying the sutras, 
therefore, was not to "know" them, or even to "understand" them, 
but rather to embody their wisdom in such a way as to experience 
their referent, that to which they point. (Wright, Philosophical 
Meditations 30)  

 

                                                             
30 Original Buddhist scriptures, more or less.  
31 Allegorized in Broom by Rick's self-centered linguistic obsession.  
32 The Zen Master who is the focus of Dale Wright's book Philosophical Meditations on Zen 
Buddhism, a book to which I will make frequent reference to in this study. 
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 This ultimate goal of reading a Sutra is to my mind bracingly close to what Wallace 

defends as his purpose with ending the novel the way he did, so that the reader could not only 

"read" the last word and see that it was missing, but he would have to clearly imagine what that 

word would be and would therefore experience its absence. In that moment of utterance, or lack 

thereof, Rick manages to be more than just language that merely points at itself.  

 An absence, though more metaphorical than Rick's above, also figures pointedly in 

Lenore's last scene, in which she is bombarded by a cacophony of requests, injunctions, 

arguments and literal noise coming from the telephone lines bleeping and buzzing:  

"Lenore, your behavior is now becoming unacceptable," Mr. 
Beadsman said.  

"I'm afraid I'm forced to agree," came Dr. Jay's muffled voice from 
behind the counter.  

Lenore closed her eyes. The lobby thundered...  
"Lenore," said Mr. Beadsman, "I am now officially insisting."  

Lenore's eyes stayed closed. She looked as if she was asleep. (457)  
 

 Lenore's gesture is a meditative one. Instead of denying the zaniness around her, nor 

being bossed by it, she embodies a living absence, in which she stays present in the moment 

without letting the linguistic injunctions push her around. I think it is absolutely crucial that 

Wallace repeats and reiterates Lenore's closed eyes, and lets us know that it merely "looked as if" 

she was asleep. In Buddhist meditation practice, ones eyes need not be closed––mine are not 

when I meditate, as per the Soto Shikantaza tradition––but the idea is to be entirely present, 

rather than absent in the situation of your life. In Lenore's case, she looks like she's escaping by 

closing her eyes, but Wallace's simile implies the exact opposite. She was not asleep but 
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processing the injunctions so that she could respond appropriately, rather than merely passively 

accepting them as she had throughout the rest of the book. And so, in her last act of the book, she 

actively lets go of her previous assumptions about being merely linguistic, opens her eyes, sees 

her lover, and says "Hey." (457) And she did this not because she felt coerced into it––in fact, 

she's being coerced to do everything but that––but because she felt it was what she herself 

wanted to do. In both Rick and Lenore's case, they achieve a resolution to their problem of "Self" 

and "no-Self" in moments of metaphorical absence that is much closer to seeing through their 

situations rather than avoiding them.  

 The corresponding Zen commentary is as follows:  

Becoming the text in this way requires some degree of "letting go" 
as well. The mental agency entailed in Huang Po's practice of 
reading includes an element of exposure and relinquishment of 
will. When we think, as we commonly do, that reading is 
encompassed by a description of the reader's activity and effort in 
penetrating the text as object, we overlook all of the ways in which 
the text can influence, persuade, dislodge and transform the reader. 
This realization is especially clear in Zen which stands within the 
tradition of Buddhist critiques of the substantiality of the self and 
its agency. To say that subjectivity is "empty," or that there is "no 
self," is to say, among many other things, that the reader 
"originates" as the one he or she is "dependent" upon whatever 
texts have been consumed, and is never the sole agent of that 
change. (Wright, Meditations 37) 

 
 In order to gain a healthy sense of agency, Lenore needed to realize she wasn't a mere 

object, but was dependent upon others for definition. No longer merely objectified, she can now 

act with discernment and choose who her friends and lovers will be, rather than having them 

thrust upon her and passively accepting them.  

 This reversal amounts to a kind of awakening from the illusory assumption that she was 
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fully in control of the enlightening process. Henceforth, reading––or in Lenore's case, being 

read––ceases to be an "act of grasping or taking possession of the text of herself.... Instead, it 

becomes a meditative opening beyond her "desires" to that which the text may disclosed to her, 

and to whatever transformation in Lenore this disclosure may have enacted. By meditatively 

letting go of the idea that she was mere text, she let herself become dependent upon it for self-

actualization. Coming to this realization and entering into the awakening process of working 

back and forth between the "mind of the text" and one's own mind in dialogical exchange is a 

lengthy and difficult process. (Wright 37-38)  

 Which reminds us: grandma never reappears. Instead, we're lead to believe that it was her 

presence in the tunnel below the switchboard that made all the lines of communication go 

wonky. It was, in other words, the presence of a human being inside a structural space devoted to 

lines of communication that made it go haywire. This idea is very Wittgensteinian: human 

language is a source of lots of our delusions. Therefore when Grandma/Wittgenstein enter the 

space, she clarifies for us just how deluded we are with our "Self" and "no-Self" positions, both 

of which are linguistic.  

 The paradox of the situation being that although Grandma's disappearance into the tunnel 

is what ostensibly caused all the characters to begin having their problems of communication, it 

was the very same disappearance that ended up moving them past their delusions because it 

allowed them notice the delusions in the first place (ignorance is not bliss, turns out). This 

presence in absence is what Wittgenstein was talking about when he said "My propositions are 

elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally recognizes them as nonsensical, when he 

has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, 
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after he has climbed up on it.) / He must overcome these propositions." Grandma's presence (i.e. 

Wittgenstein's philosophies of linguistic delusion) help show the characters how stuck they are in 

illusory ideas of linguistic constructions of "Self" and "no-Self"; her disappearance, are what 

allow the characters to move beyond philosophy altogether and to begin acting in accordance 

with their situations––Rick to start speaking truthfully and with care for others beyond himself, 

and Lenore to being considering herself as more than an object and who can therefore become a 

meaningful presence in her own life and in the lives of others.  

 

Wittgenstein and Zen Meditations on Language 

 Wallace conjures the embodiment of Wittgenstein in Grandma only to have him/her 

disappear. This presence in absence serves as a catalyst for Lenore and is what allows Rick and 

Lenore to move beyond their "is" and "is not" duality; in absence there was a method for Wallace 

to signify a mode of being that was neither an assertion of the Self nor its negation. 

 But why was it necessary for the character who disappears to have been a stand-in for 

Wittgenstein himself? Why couldn't another philosopher have served Wallace's purpose? My 

contention is that Wallace was attempting to move beyond dualities with regard to not only 

"Self" and "no-Self" but of language itself; that he was attempting to think about language in a 

way that is commensurate with Zen's thinking about language, and that the philosopher who 

most closely embodies this mode of thinking is Wittgenstein.  

 When Lenore goes to visit her prodigy brother33, he pulls out a Stonecipheco label on 

                                                             
33 Stonecipher LaVache himself––ironically because of his ability to intellectually understand 
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which was "an ink drawing of a man walking up a hill, as seen from the side," the drawing being 

"of a sort referred to in the Investigations34... I seem to recollect the reference being page fifty-

four, note b, of the Geach and Anscombe translation: (245)  

But then remember Gramma Lenore's own Dr. Wittgenstein says 
hold on now, pardner, because the picture could just as clearly and 
exactly and easily represent the man sliding down the slope, with 
one leg higher than the other, backwards, et cetera.... why we just 
automatically assume from just looking at the picture that the guy's 
climbing and not sliding. Going up instead of coming down. (245) 
The sliding-man drawing, under this scenario, might say, hey, ho, 
watch how you go. Perceive how you––we––perceive Lenore's 
being... 'missing.' Don't just look at it; think how to look at it. 
Maybe it... means the opposite of what you think it does, of the 
way it... looks." (247) "See, maybe Lenore35 isn't gone at all. 
Maybe you're who's gone, when all is said and done. Maybe... this 
one I particularly like... maybe Dad's gone, spiraled into the 
industrial void. Maybe he's taken us with him. Maybe Lenore's 
found. Maybe instead of her sliding away from you, you've slid 
away from her. Or climbed away from her. Maybe it's all a sliding-
and-climbing game! (247) ... Except don't think about yourself, in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
the dualities without being able to live according to his insights, a sad foreshadowing of Wallace 
in many ways––is caught in the dualistic problem: instead of seeing through it, his prodigious 
intellect is caught in the fascination of manipulation. For example, he loves changing names––he 
calls his phone a "lymph node" so that he could disambiguate his way into the "truth" that he has 
no "phone" when his father tries to reach him––with the assumption that the name change will 
change the reality itself. His manipulations extend to include his own identity: "Stoney is 
everybody's name... but as the Antichrist I just am." (251) His penchant for linguistic 
manipulation of reality explains why he likewise consumes so many drugs (drugs here signifying  
tools through which we can manipulate our perceptions of reality) to the extent that they literally 
become a part of him when he stashes them in the drawers of his wooden leg. He is reactionary 
and employs methods of anarchy as rejection of control, which, of course ends up being merely 
the flip-side of the control/freedom duality. As an escapist––quaaludes make him feel "like I'm 
elsewhere" (239)––he manipulates language and himself to the point that his leg literally 
becomes a thing which he has to "support": "everybody here has a thing. You have to have a 
thing here. My thing is being the Antichrist, more or less being a waste-product and supporting 
my leg." (240) Stonecipher believes the manipulation of language to suit his ends is a legitimate 
strategy; it's not too surprising to find he's disillusioned enough in these terms to believe it can 
likewise bring his lost limb back to life if he treats it as being linguistically alive.  
34 Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations 
35 Grandma Lenore.  
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this game, at all... Because in this game, the way we're playing, the 
barber drawing means don't think about yourself, in the context of 
the game, or your head explodes into art deco. Just think about 
other people, if you want to play. 

 

 What's crucial in Wallace's selection of this particular passage from Wittgenstein is 

Wallace's attraction to a mode of thinking that is less interested in a dualistic interpretation––in 

this example it is clear that both interpretations are valid––than he is in the mode of the 

interpretation. "Don't just look at it; think how to look at it." Wallace then extends the 

implication of this mode of thinking to the novel itself and allows for the possibility of Grandma 

Lenore not being lost, but of Lenore Jr. being the one who is lost. This revelation is one of the 

main catalysts for Lenore Jr.'s eventual closing of her eyes, pausing, and not just looking, but 

thinking about how she was looking––enabled by the closing of her eyes––at all those people 

around her, which in turn led to her ability to act according to the situation at hand rather than 

through her disillusioned preconceptions.  

 But let's remember that Wallace has also crucially made Lenore Jr. a stand-in for 

language itself. Which means that Wallace is asking us to move beyond just looking at Lenore as 

a character stuck in her own issues of no-Self and lack of agency and toward an investigation of 

language and to think about how we use language and what its function in our lives might be.  

 Wittgenstein thought our use and approach toward language was the reason for all our 

delusions and philosophical problems. If we could see through our delusion of language and its 

uses, all our philosophical problems would be problems no longer. For this very reason, 

Wittgenstein scholars Crary and Read have written that "Wittgenstein's primary aim in 
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philosophy is... a therapeutic one." (Point at Moon 14) The therapy "is not solving problems, but 

enabling you to overcome the sense that you had any problems you needed to solve." (Moon 15) 

"Philosophy, for Wittgenstein, is not trying to change the way that one thinks. Instead, it is 

letting oneself think the way one does; accepting that one is tempted to think in all these ways; 

noting it. Letting––watching––that same thinking come fully to consciousness, such that when 

one sees it all clearly, some of it will in turn no longer appeal to one and will wither away. " (16) 

Which is precisely what Lenore is able to achieve at Broom's end!  

 In "Wittgenstein and Zen Buddhism," Hudson writes: 

When doing Wittgensteinian philosophy, metaphysical assertions 
are at first typically puzzling. Then we are able to see that a feature 
of such propositions is that they obliterate the distinction between 
empirical and conceptual inquiries36... they are illuminating 
because they help to give us a clear view of the logical or 
philosophical grammar of important terms in our language. It is 
because we lack such a view that so many of our philosophical 
troubles arise. The metaphysical assertions remain quite 
undisturbed or unaltered for now we can see that they are quite all 
right as they stand. Our angle of vision of them has changed. 
(Emphasis mine) This situation calls to mind a Zen master's 
characterization of what happens in Zen practice. "Before you 
study Zen, mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers; while 
you are studying it, mountains are no longer mountains and rivers 
are no longer rivers; but once you have Enlightenment, mountains 
are once again mountains and rivers are rivers"... He is not 
concerned, however, with linguistic pathology and some type of 
surgical reconstruction of language, but with people––the users of 
language––and with some of the special features of the instrument 
they use when they use language... there is nothing wrong with 
natural language; there is not even anything wrong with 
metaphysical language; the trouble lies with us: in our lack of 
knowledge and insight into what we are doing when we use 
language. (Hudson 473, 477)   

                                                             
36 This sounds to me like an argument for Buddhism's "form is emptiness, emptiness form" 
position. Am I right?  
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 Lenore is dissatisfied with her life because she feels she's merely language being used for 

somebody/something else's purposes. In other words, she feels like a tool, like the above-cited 

"instrument" of language. Not having a clear view of herself and of language, she begins to 

struggle.  

 Zen's critique of this language-as-tool position is, I think, Wallace's most rewarding 

insight into Buddhist thinking.  

 The language as tool theory suggests that "Language is an instrument or tool available for 

our use in achieving certain specific communicative goals. Language is a means to some other 

end. The success of this theory...turns on the capacity to maintain strict separation between goals 

and means (Meditations 65) And because Modern mentality stresses the importance of 

separation, of individuality, and of clear distinction, tools are deemed separate from the products 

of their labor." (Meditations76)  

 We saw this claim embodied throughout Broom: the reason Lenore and Rick have such a 

hard time genuinely communicating with each other is because they feel like separate 

individuals, Rick on the "inside" unable to penetrate his linguistic barrier, and Lenore on the 

"outside," not having any interiority at all because she thought she was just language at other 

people's disposal. In both cases, language is perceived as a tool, something to master (Rick the 

incessant story-teller and head of Frequent and Vigorous Publishing) or to be mastered by 

(Lenore the linguistic signifier, there to be told what to do by others.)  



 

  76 

 "A Western [and according to Zen, dualistic] interpretation of 'the 'Way'37 [toward 

awakening] has often been conceived as fundamentally pre-linguistic; it existed on its own prior 

to language. But when people, in their ignorance, failed to make contact with 'the Way,' the 

language of Buddhism was constructed. Words like 'the Way' were employed to instruct them. If, 

however, in the midst of using language, people become too fixated on the medium, they will 

miss the pre-linguistic point at all. Drawing on the traditional Taoist text, the Chuant-tzu, we see 

an encapsulated version of the relationship between language as temporary means and 

enlightenment as goal. Although the trap (language) is there in order to catch the fish 

(enlightenment), once you've got the fish, the trap is no longer useful and can be forgotten."38 

(Wright 66) 

 The post-modern trick, in its turn, as typically exemplified in novels that are at all self-

referential, is merely to become aware of these inside/outside dichotomies but without actually 

offering much of a solution besides an infinite regress of more and more self-consciousness. 

(This mode of thinking will be the focus of Wallace's critique of postmodern fiction in his short-

story collection Girl with Curious Hair that I will discuss in the next chapter.)  

 Zen and Wallace, however, offer an alternative that moves beyond these modern and 

post-modern conceptions. It involves the insight that all thinking about language is already once 

again drawn back into language, which leads toward the further realization that language may be 

                                                             
37 The Western translation of "Tao"; Zen has its roots in Chinese Buddhism, Chan, which in turn 
was deeply influenced by the local Taoist roots.  
38 This view of language as a trap that can later be discarded is a popular image in Buddhism. I 
have also seen Buddhism and its language appear in the guise of a raft one uses to cross the shore 
but which would then be ridiculous to carry on ones back when on the other side. It is pretty 
much exactly the same image Wittgenstein uses in his quote about the Tractatus being a ladder 
one uses to climb higher but which should thereafter be discarded.  
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more than a tool available for employment; it may even be an element within which we reside as 

humans, in such a way that all of our "employments" always presuppose it." (Wright 70) 

 This insight is at first the source of Lenore's worry! She worries that she is a human 

residing within the context of language and might therefore be nothing but her language-

residence made flesh. But the worry originates from her struggle. If we consider the Buddhist 

adage that "there is no need to struggle to be free; the absence of struggle is in itself freedom" 

(Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism 11) then we can see how Lenore ends up seeing this 

insight for what it is and begins to end her worry.  

 Lenore exemplifies the Buddhist view of how we "normally" operate in the world, 

constructing and projecting an image that confirms our own sense of ourselves. Lenore therefore 

embodies the inevitable discontinuities in these projections and the way they pin our self-images 

into a living world-view. Then we panic. And project our worst fears into the world as "reality." 

 Since Lenore represents language, her worries about her reality literally constitute it. She 

is confused because she embodies the language of confusion. "Human beings are profoundly 

enmeshed in philosophical i.e. grammatical confusions. They cannot be freed without first being 

extricated from the extraordinary variety of associations which hold them prisoner. But this 

language grew up as it did because human beings had and have the tendency to think in that way. 

(Intro to Wittgenstein)  

 Wittgenstein’s project is similar to Zen philosophy in the way he focuses on liberation 

from obsessive worries and perpelexities that have a central role in our lives and  the way they 

find their expression in philosophical problems. (Hudson 479) But because there is no "outside" 
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of language and its attendant complexities, both Zen and Wittgenstein have to do with changing 

angle of our vision rather than replacing them with something else or directing our attention 

elsewhere. 

 Buddhist "thinking denies that 'feeling' is an autonomous domain of experience, and that 

it is wholly innocent of the structuring imprint of language. On this account, feelings and 

thoughts "co-arise" and interpenetrate. They depend on each other. Moreover, both are shaped by 

language. The parameters of what we can "feel" or "think" are dependent on possibilities 

inherent in linguistic and historical contexts." (Wright 70)  

 This insight is likewise how Wallace ends up positioning both Rick and Lenore. Neither 

of them were ever outside or inside of language; they were neither just "feelings" nor "thoughts" 

thought they worried that they were. Instead, they both realize that their feelings and thoughts are 

intertwined.   

 "Closely related to the separation of thought and feeling is the distinction between what 

lies within the limits of knowledge or description and what lies beyond them. This is a question 

about the limits of language, a distinction essential to modernist and romantic understandings of 

religious experience." (Wright 70) This was Wittgenstein's purported reason for writing the 

Tractatus; but given his desire to move beyond dualities, and his insistence that all his 

propositions, if read in the spirit in which they were written were "nonsense" like the ladder that 

must be disposed of, we can see that by choosing Wittgenstein as his go-to philosopher, Wallace 

was greatly invested in finding ways to move beyond these dualities and separations.  

 "Moreover, transcending these contours, getting back behind them, is no more desirable 
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than it is possible. Not only are we mistaken when we understand the Zen master to have 

achieved this state, we also render him incapable of the worldly "function" for which he is 

famous." (73) 

 On the first basic level, Wittgenstein represents the fallible Western approach to 

language: that it is the source of our troubles and if we could only see through the troubles we 

could be rid of all struggle. Likewise, if we could find the limits of language, we would know 

what can be said and what can't be said, and we'd be free of entanglement that way.  

 But the reason Wallace has Wittgenstein 'go missing' is so that we can gain access to the 

non-dualistic visions of this very same philosopher, the one who utters propositions for the sake 

of showing us how completely nonsensical they are. In Broom, Wittgenstein's disappearance is a 

way for Lenore to realize that she is made of language, and can never leave it behind, like a 

fisherman, who once having caught fish, cannot say he was never a fisherman, even if he throws 

the fish back into the water.  

 Ordinarily we think right through language to its objects and concerns like Rick does. But 

every so often we encounter a Lenore within ourselves who begins to notice the medium in 

which we do this thinking.  

 Language is a matter of intense pre-occupation for Wallace, as it is for Wittgenstein, as it 

is for Zen. It is not something one can see-through to some other presupposed side. It is the thing 

we are. Lenore realizes this, as does Rick when his missing word is left unspoken. Broom's two 

main characters therefore end their trials with a linguistic enunciation––Lenore's "Hey" and 

Rick's silence––two gestures of which both Wittgenstein and Zen would approve not because 
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they used language "the right way" but because they were appropriate responses to their relative 

situations: in one case silence was appropriate and in the other, speech. Because both are correct, 

the duality of language as something that "is" or "is not" is shattered.  

 When Wallace was working on a film version of Broom (which was never produced) he 

described its "central theme" like this: "The grandmother's presence in absence, as well as the 

train of followers Lenore's departing taxi attracts, are meant to invite audience into questions 

about the very idea of self-sufficiency: what is it to be ‘free"\’ of those who inform our 

fundamental choices? The theme, then, is less a linear zig-zag of reverses toward resolution than 

a system of circles that comprise and define the very questions implicit in the problem." (HRC 

Files) 

 Notice, first, how similar this insight is to Wittgenstein's epigraph at the start of this 

chapter, which I repeat here in part: "Our civilization is characterized by the word 'progress'. 

Progress is its form rather than making progress being one of its features. Typically it 

constructs."  

 "A system of circles that comprise and define the very questions implicit in the problem" 

sounds a lot like the Zen insight that you cannot get rid of language, cannot step outside it, nor 

can you remain silent in some blissful post-linguistic state of Enlightenment. Rather, language 

and our delusions about how it functions––a la Wittgenstein's philosophy––are what our 

experience is comprised of. As human beings, we are limited by language; this does not mean 

that we are its captives. And so in the structural metaphor of circles, Wallace intuited yet another 

really important Buddhist insight, namely that if Buddhism is a "means" to the "goal" of 

enlightenment, then the career of a Buddhist as a Buddhist is never over; it is just transformed 
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and ever expanding, like a system of circles that forms when a pebble is dropped into a still lake. 

As Lenore learns, you cannot be free from others; rather, you need to pay careful attention to 

who and what is in your circle and respond accordingly. Thus, even if you see through your own 

delusions, the rest of the people in your circle still have not, and your role is to find ways to share 

your insights with them. In just this way, Wallace begins thinking about his role as author of 

fiction.  

 As Dale Wright wrote, and as Wallace intuited, "rather than bracing ourselves to 

transcend language at the opportune moment, we may be better off focusing meditatively on the 

language of transcendence itself." (81) If Zen is a way of living that has its aim as seeing through 

the illusions of our mind-created concepts, then Wittgenstein––who said "Philosophy is a battle 

against the bewitchement of our intelligence by means of language” (109)––was a type of Zen-

philosopher who focused specifically on the delusions of language. With the writing of Broom, 

Wallace embodied a small slice of Wittgensteinian philosophy and took his first but crucial step 

into a Buddhist way of thinking.  

 

 I therefore read The Broom of the System as a novel in which the two lead characters 

struggle to control and to free themselves from control. Control ends up being such a dominating 

force for them because they each have well established senses of Self––Rick in its presence, 

Lenore in its absence.  From the Buddhist perspective, the stronger this sense, the more forceful 

is the need to protect "it." Thus originates our need for security and the need to manipulate our 

world in order to achieve a sense comfort, however temporary it may be.  
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 The importance of Broom is Wallace's prescient intuition that this "sense" has to do with 

a dualistic view of the world that divides it in terms of "having" rather than in terms of being; in 

terms of "inside" and "outside" rather than interdependence; and in terms of silence and telling 

instead of an understanding that language is in itself a form of experience that can't be seen from 

either "the inside" nor the "outside." These insights are all Buddhist in spirit, and Wallace's 

attraction to Wittgenstein is how he first encountered them and attempted to understand the 

propositions so that he could discard them as unhelpful. Maybe his sarcastic comment about his 

philosophical thesis was less coy than it was Wittgensteinian?  

 Wallace ended up disowning this novel as "show-offy" and gimmicky. While it's not the 

most subtle work ever written, it was brave and laid an important foundation for an author who 

deeply cared about the hearts and lives of his readers.  
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Chapter 3: Girl with Curious Hair and the Importance of Aspiration 

 
It is simply not possible to uproot ourselves from the soil of Western civilization in which we 
have grown. No matter how strongly we reject its values, we cannot avoid being a part and 
product of its development. 

        ~Stephen Batchelor (19 Alone With Others) 
 

Biography 

 If Broom of the System was a meditation on language and its attendant illusions, Girl with 

Curious Hair is Wallace's meditation on language's larger contextual framework, our 

"Postmodern Condition" and the reasons we've gotten so stuck in a postmodern self-referential 

downward spiral of solipsistic self-centeredness.  

 After finishing Broom of the System in 1985, Wallace enrolled in an MFA program at the 

University of Arizona. It was a difficult period for Wallace and one in which he felt deep unease 

with the program's structure, his professors, his peers, and himself. At stake for Wallace was 

nothing less than a crisis of identity and purpose, and the burgeoning insight that who he was as 

a person and as a writer might in the end be one and the same.  

 Having finished most of the short stories in Girl with Curious Hair by 1988, there was a 

stretch of close to two years during which copyright issues and lawyerly squabbles delayed its 

publishing date until 1989. During this down-time Wallace was accepted and resided at the 

artistic-fellowship-sponsored community called Yaddo––"a very strange social, hierarchical 

atmosphere, affecting the above Dark Time most directly as a bunch of advice from Older 

Writers that was, I'm sure, meant as helpful but turned out to be sort of misguided"––and 
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afterwards taught as an adjunct professor at Amherst and Emerson College, a time during which 

he "drank a lot" and "listened to sad Springsteen and Neil Young." (letter to Bonnie Nadell 

September 20th, 1988 Harry Ransom Center)  

 In 1990 he entered a halfway house for substance rehabilitation.  

 Which is to say that his dissatisfaction with philosophy as a profession––he dropped out 

of the Harvard graduate Philosophy program after one semester––and his search for artistic 

fulfillment by way of fiction writing left him in a deep crisis that could be termed existential. 

Being young and talented and in-vogue was no longer enough: "Someone named Wiener from 

Rolling Stone will call on Saturday. Yet another trendy article on Young Writers. I plan to speak 

in monosyllables and make spitty-pacifier sounds. If they want young, they'll get young."  (letter 

to Bonnie Nadell, September 20th 1988, Harry Ransom Center)  

 We know in hind-sight, however, that what followed Girl With Curious Hair was his 

masterpiece, Infinite Jest, which suggests that however miserable Wallace was, and however 

flawed his short story collection was, he was genuinely asking unforgivingly raw and honest 

questions of himself and of the potential and purpose of his art. He was testing his limits and 

beginning to ask in earnest, "What is Art For?" a question resoundingly similar to Leo Tolstoy's 

treatise What is Art? and a question all Buddhist readers (and by extension, writers) have to ask 

themselves: Why, in fact, are we reading? What is the character of the end toward which our 

practice is aimed? Can this practice be deepened and improved so that it may truly matter 

whether we have done it or not?  

 "I sort of think he thinks I want to publish [Girl] for the money. This is confusing and 
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frustrating; I'm sure, page for page, it's a better book than TBOTS39. Maybe not as fun to read, 

but it's smarter, and there's a lot less deadwood... I just hope they don't regard Westward40 as just 

humoring the kid until he can get back on track writing gags. Don't mention any of this to him; 

this is just my general take on the whole deal, and I'm less and less sure of my take on the 

universe these days." (Letter to Bonnie September 20, 1988) 

 The combination of feelings Wallace expresses is contradictory: he knows he's beginning 

to write more seriously––except of course, what does that even mean, exactly?––that Girl is a 

better book than his first, but that he also simultaneously feels less certain of his "take on the 

universe," which in normal everyday talk might mean "I don't know what I'm doing or why I'm 

doing it and I feel lost and confused." But curiously enough––curiosity being something Wallace 

seems to be encouraging given the title of the collection––in Zen speak, being less and less sure 

of the universe is a move that could be regarded as "positive" in the sense that Freedom lies in 

the direction of "not knowing" and learning to become comfortable with the impermanent nature 

of all things and their inherent emptiness; as we begin to "know" less and less, we become less 

and less attached to centered and often self-centered ideas, and to concepts and how things 

"ought to be" according to that centered perspective, which, as any human being can attest, is 

often not how things are.  

 One point in the Zen critique of reading and by extension of writing is that the ends we 

see through them are commonly shallow and are insufficiently motivated by something that truly 

matters. "In the Huang Po literature, this central issue or "end" is called the "Great Matter." To 

                                                             
39 The Broom of the System 
40 The long novella contained in Girl with Curious Hair 
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read (or write) for any reason other than penetration into this matter is to have mistaken the point 

of the practice, and, therefore, to diminish its benefit. But what is the 'great matter,' the one 

matter among the many others. For Huang Po, 'mind' is the great matter, and to 'awaken' to it is 

all that really matters." (Wright 34) 

 If we approach the problem from the perspective established in Broom of the System, the 

problem Wallace knew he faced was not whether he should write, or whether he should stay 

silent, but how to find the Middle Way in his approach to writing.  

 This inquiry immediately brings into the foreground questions of purpose, motivation and 

intention, which in New Critical terms is labeled the intentional fallacy. From the Zen 

perspective, however, this critique has to be overturned because it is not what you see that 

matters but the angle you see it from, as per the Wittgenstein passage Wallace underscored in 

Broom.  

 Another way of seeing the value in examining Wallace's intentions and motivations is 

Zen's critique of the pure scholarship of reading and writing which holds that knowledge as an 

end in itself is a far cry from knowledge that enables genuine awakening of the mind. The 

problem stems from our search for stable ground, in which we objectify and solidify everything 

around us, including the great teachings found in the sutras. Thus, reifying the words of the 

Buddha has the same detrimental effect as reifying the Buddha, something Zen teaches us to 

avoid doing. In other words, "the authentic Zen practitioner would not study texts so much as she 

would study reality, in part by means of the texts that purport to present it in its fullness. (Wright 

31)  
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 Piousness––acting Holy for the sake of looking good or for some kind of material 

reward––is another danger of reading and writing for ends that are not properly motivated, such 

as memorizing the sutras or having read them quickly just to be able to make that claim. Zen 

Master Huang Po does not stop reading or writing however; instead, he teaches his students how 

to read. We see in his letters around the time of Girl that Wallace, too, was conscious of being 

pious and was deliberately moving beyond his early desire to be seen as a smart writer. What 

started to matter more and more for him, as we will see in the stories in Girl, is that people who 

read him would feel and care less that they were in the hands of a smart author and more that 

they were in the hands of an ethically motivated one. This, of course, will eventually lead us to a 

consideration of what, in Buddhist terms, is morality and how did Wallace himself conceive of it 

and his writing's relationship with it?  

 

Little Expressionless Animals 

 Wallace opens the story by describing the sky as looking "cerebral." (3) This description 

ends up revealing a lot about the main protagonist, Julie Smith, a young woman who has been 

traumatized and abused by her parents, and who consequently worries about people's capacities 

to love; the adage that we worry most about the things we find most troubling about ourselves 

seems like it applies here––in other words, Julie seems to be wondering about her capacity to 

love. And because of this history of being abused, Julie found solace in knowledge and data––the 

kinds of things that can't hurt her––and became the most successful Jeopardy! contestant ever.  

 But Julie isn't satisfied with being numb and searches for evidence of love, which is 
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primarily figured in the story as "expression." Her first attempt is to find "expression" in data 

itself. Alex Trebek, in talking about his dream about Julie, observes, "She has a way with a piece 

of data. To see her with an answer... Is there such a thing as an intellectual caress?"(21)  

 I suspect that this is a serious question for Wallace: despite describing Alex Trebek and 

his rival Pat Sajak as television celebrities and pranksters, he also gives them human 

characteristics and provides details of their lives outside the TV studio, such as when we learn in 

a declarative statement that Pat Sajak plants lettuce in the garden of his Bel Air home. Therefore 

when Alex Trebek asks whether there is such a thing as an intellectual caress, the question can be 

extended to mean, "Can somebody who is in and of the postmodern world of television be 

capable of loving genuinely?" Or more simply, "Can the postmodern be loving?" 

 Like Lenore, Julie is influenced by the machinations of all the Hollywood TV Show 

directors, hosts, and producers, who mostly have high ratings on their mind. Wallace also uses 

Television as the analog for this world with no seeming capacity to love. He describes it by 

giving television an anthropomorphic quality: "Let's all be there," says the television. "We bring 

good things to life." (8) Later in the story Wallace contextualizes what seems like a common 

occurrence in the age of television:  

You hear stories, though, about these lonely or somehow disturbed 
people who've had only the TV all their lives, their parents or 
whomever started them right off by plunking them down in front 
of these set, and as they get older the TV comes to be their whole 
emotional world, it's all they have, and it becomes in a way their 
whole way of defining themselves as existents, with a distinct 
identity, that they're outside the set, and everything else is inside 
the set. Then once in a while one of them gets inside and it drives 
them mad. (31)  
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 As a Jeopardy! contestant, Julie is literally inside both television, and inside a game. 

Which is why when she's not playing Jeopardy, she seeks warmth and expression, because, it 

turns out, data can't give loving caresses. She eventually tells a story that is an imaginative 

expression of the day her parents abandoned her on the side of the road:  

It was in the field, near where you held the fence... the cow stood 
there all day, chewing at something it had swallowed long ago, and 
looking at you. Tell them how the cow's face had no expression on 
it. How it stood there all day, looking at you with a big face that 
had no expression... How it almost made you need to scream. The 
wind sounds like screams. Stand there touching wood all day with 
a baby who is silence embodied... A cow watching you, standing, 
the same way it watches anything. (40) 

 
 What Julie ends up really disliking, therefore, are animals because "animals' faces have 

no expression." (41) A man's lack of expression is also the reason that Faye, Julie's lesbian lover, 

offers as the most likely for her lesbianism: "A man's face has nothing on it. Look closely. Tell 

them to look. And not at what the faces do––men's faces never stop moving––they're like 

antennae. But all the faces do is move through different configurations of blankness." (41) 

 Julie's is a quest for love and "expression" in a world of postmodernity, where everything 

is either data or a game, and movement does not signify "expression" or love. This is a key 

insight into Wallace's own literary aesthetic that tries to move through artificial concepts into a 

world of greater intimacy.  

 In a postmodern world that is so skilled at movement for its own sake and at being clever 

but not feeling anything in the process, Julie longs for the opposite and tells Faye, quite cruelly, 

though probably unintentionally so "That's when I love you, if I love you... is when your face 

moves into expression. Try to look out from yourself, different, all the time. Tell people that you 
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know your face is least pretty at rest." (41) Julie then equates the ocean to a poem because 

"Oceans are just their waves... your own face, moving into expression. A wave, breaking on a 

rock, giving up its shape in a gesture that expresses that shape. See?"  

 A Buddhist reading of Julie's character would suggest that she's still stuck in a dualistic 

worldview. To counter the cruelty of her early life's abuse, she is aversely reacting to those 

things that remind her of an absence of love. But these dislikes, which include "greeting cards, 

adoptive parents who adopt without first looking inside themselves and evaluating their capacity 

for love, the smell of sulphur, John Updike, insects with antennae, and animals in general" (12) 

are further conceptualizations and reactions made out of a protective stance toward herself and 

out of a longing for comfort and security. She is capable of acts of charity, as she demonstrates 

by giving all her Jeopardy! winnings to the hospital in which her autistic brother resides, and by 

correcting Alex Trebek when an opponent gave a correct answer that wasn't recognized as such, 

but as we see over and over again, she is likewise caught in a see-saw between aversion to 

"expressionless animals"––which includes animals, men, and her lover's face on occasion––and 

desire for love.  

 But a surprising moment comes at the end of the story, in the last exchange between Julie 

and Faye, after Julie's animated speech about how she longs for Faye's face full of expression: 

"Faye's eyes are open. They get wide. "You don't like my face at rest?" (41) 

 This is a Buddhist moment in which Faye recognizes in her lover a tendency that is self-

centered and reactive instead of one that is at ease in the Middle Way, one that is neither bent on 

desire nor aversion. It's likewise striking that in having Faye utter this Zen-Like response to 

Julie's speech in agitation for expression, Wallace writes that Faye's eyes are open and get wider, 
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which is in service to seeing things as they are and seeing them more clearly, a turning toward 

the reality of their lives as opposed to Julie's penchant for attempting to control it.  

 For the most part, this story could have been mostly about Wallace's critique of 

postmodernism's predilection for game playing––the story ends with Pat Sajak leaving a banana 

peel on the Jeopardy! floor for Alex Trebek to trip on––as well as its attendant movements that 

give nothing but the illusion of love. That's at least what I feel was Wallace's intentions behind 

writing it. All the stuff about inside/outside dichotomies we've seen before in Broom; this time, 

he adds Television as a metaphor and symbol of postmodernity and cheap tricks and gimmicks to 

which people nonetheless succumb. But it's that last line by Faye that gives the story an extra 

something which I'll again define as an "inadvertent" Buddhist spin, in which Wallace not only 

begins to outline the problems with his own literary lineage, but begins to see the insufficiency 

of positioning himself like Julie does, starved for love but unable to find it in everything: men, 

women, and animals alike.  

 Julie ends up losing on Jeopardy! because there were too many animal questions, her 

symbolic Achilles heel. The things that we run away from have as much to teach us as the things 

toward which we run. If the postmodern aesthetic is one in which games are played at the cost of 

expression and love, Julie wants no part of them. But Wallace seems to be saying that turning 

our backs on the things we don't like is not the solution either.  
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Luckily the Account Representative Knew CPR 

 

What is most notable in this story is the anonymity of the characters, never referred to by their 

family names but rather in terms of the role they fulfill in their corporate jobs. It seems to be a 

story about similar lives that fail to make a genuine connection, like "parallel lines" that never 

touch. (45) The narrator even tells us the two characters "shared pain, though of course neither 

knew." The question for us is why not? Why do two people who work in the same company, and 

have for years, who share similar lives, and even work in the same building, why are they so 

separate?  

 Wallace focuses on the physical surroundings and how positively huge and empty the 

parking garage is in which the "Vice President in Charge of Overseas Production" begins to have 

what might be a heart attack or blockage of air. The younger "Account Representative" earnestly 

tries to help, much like Julie Smith tries to move beyond the numbness of data, but even though 

the physical actions are ironically the correct ones––"luckily the account representative knew 

CPR"––Wallace's emphasis is on the emptiness of the garage and the inability for others to hear 

the cries for help. So in this case, because of the emergency at hand, the two parallel lives 

become one in the physical act of CPR, but there's no hope of rescue for the dying man because 

the "empty and bright" street and the "empty and bright" building remain overpowering in their 

"autonomous" and "autonomic" natures. Everything is described in physical and material terms, 

and the union of the two men is purely artificial. In a corporate world of anonymity, how can 

people step outside their bodies, in which they share pain, and begin to understand this very fact?  

Quite literally, then, the story is a cry for help. 
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 The story's focus on the emptiness of the garage and street and cries of help that do 

nothing but "echo" is in this case a use of the word in a very literal sense, rather than a Buddhist 

one. In fact, the very tone of the story is grim and suggests that it is because the characters don't 

understand the co-dependent natures of their lives, because of their ignorance of the Buddhist 

"emptiness" of their existences, that they continue to feel separate and ignorant of the things they 

share, despite receiving "to the varying degrees their pains allowed, an intuition of the askew" 

(45); it is a story that gives an impressionistic feeling of ignorance and begins to point out that 

the ignorance41 has to do with not understanding the true nature of interconnectivity, in this 

particular case that our lives are shared whether or not there is "empty" space between them.  

  

Girl With Curious Hair 

 The main character, Sick Puppy, is a highly educated, wealthy Republican bigot and 

pleasure seeker who masturbates to commercials (television is depicted as onanistic), and speaks 

in a minimally intelligent tone. He is someone who does not take LSD with his friends because 

drugs do not "unfortunately" affect his state of normal consciousness, which, comically. Which 

obviously means that this narrator is someone who is always removed from reality, and two, his 

reality is already really wasted and messed-up as is.  

 The main problem, it seems, is that Sick Puppy as well as all the other characters in this 

                                                             
41 Ignorance in Buddhism is not the judgmental kind, but rather refers to not understanding 
the nature of reality. If an alien were to come to earth after never having experienced gravity, his 
expectation would be for things to float; he could be said to be ignorant of the newtonian laws at 
work, but not in a way that suggests ill-will or prejudice. According to Buddhism, we suffer 
because we don't understand the true nature of reality and wish it were different from what it is. 
Seeing through this ignorance is an important step toward the end of suffering.  
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story utterly lack empathy, and consequently see everything objectively. For example, we read 

that "Big acquired a puppy from the alley behind their house in East Los Angeles and he soaked 

it with gasoline and they allowed me to set it on fire in the basement studio of their rented home, 

and we all stood back to give it room as it ran around the room several times." (63) Giving a 

puppy room to run around because it is on fire deserves more than a declarative sentence.   

 The story is cartoonish, grotesque, and a political parody of people who are far removed 

from the reality of others, in this case quite literally through their use of LSD and the narrator's 

constant LSD state; all they know is how to chase pleasure and give pain, swinging like a 

pendulum between them. Theirs is a nihilism that "felt as if they had nothing and would always 

have nothing therefore they made the nothing into everything." (67) 

 The point of the story is more dire, however, than a parody of 80s self-centered 

narcissism. As we've seen in the first two stories, Wallace sets his characters in difficult contexts, 

but shows their earnest desire to try to make things better, somehow, if they only knew how. But 

at least they know, or can feel that things are not right. What makes "Girl With Curious Hair" so 

upsetting is that the ironic tone Wallace uses throughout is entirely pervasive with no air-holes 

for the characters. Sick Puppy and his crew are so far gone in their nihilism and hedonism and 

sadism that they mistake temporary surfaces for permanent depth: "Cheese restated that he was 

unable to conceptualize a Sick Puppy such as myself, and stated that he also did not understand 

the happiness that was exuded by me at virtually all moments.... I wish to know why you are so 

happy." (70) It's not rare in fiction to create characters who have no clue about their 

shortcomings. But in this case, the irony is so pervasive, that no hope for any kind of exit exists.  

 I suspect therefore that this story is actually about irony itself. Because Wallace sets up 
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the ending to be a moment of epiphany, in which Sick Puppy looks at the young "girl with 

curious hair" who is about to be violently attacked by one of the nihilists, and "she gazed 

incessantly and directly at yours truly... and I slowly assumed a happy and comforting and 

reassuring expression at the young blond girl... And here's what I did." (74) And the story ends. 

A misreading, I think would be to assume that Sick Puppy comes to the girl's rescue. But it's 

absolutely clear that there is no precedent for that to be the case anywhere in the story. And the 

reason that's the case is because the story itself is irony and its crippling affects on being capable 

of empathy.  

 It is not too revelatory to mention that empathy and compassion are in many ways the 

bread and butter of a lot of Buddhist schools, especially the Tibetan lineages. But the reason 

that's the case is because one learns to see through the illusion of there being separate selves, so 

that empathy is something one feels constantly, like air. Likewise with compassion. Here, in 

Wallace's world, the exact opposite is true: irony is what is constantly being deployed and results 

in a devastating distance between people that Wallace suggests could swallow the prisoner so 

entirely they don't even realize they're in prison any more.  

 This story is also a good early example of Wallace using a literary mode to call attention 

to that very mode's dangers and, in this case, moral consequences. There's a seriousness here 

that's easy to miss because of its narrator's over-the-top lunacy. In conversation with Sick Puppy, 

one of the punk-nihilists says "punk-rockers were children born into a very tiny space, with no 

windows, plus walls all around them made of concrete and metal, often despoiled with graffiti, 

and that as adults they were trying to cut their way out of the walls." (67) In a world of ironic 

distancing, Wallace is urging us to keep looking at the walls so as not to forget they are there. 
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Sick Puppy is sick because he has forgotten, and it's a long shot that he'll ever remember.  

 A popular misconception of Buddhist practice is that it is ironic, meaning that it teaches a 

method of distancing so that we could be calm no matter what might befall us. In truth, the exact 

opposite is true: Buddhism teaches us to move toward everything we feel, but to create space 

within that intimacy so that feelings could move through us, live in us, but without controlling 

us. If we can do that, we begin to learn, through experience, that the method of distancing, as 

figured here in irony, is in contrast to reality; that irony is a form of resistance is what leads to 

suffering, as all the characters in this story tragically demonstrate.  

 

Lyndon 

 A commonplace misconception about Buddhist philosophy is that it is a philosophy of 

distance. In order to free myself from becoming susceptible to pain in the world, so goes the 

thinking, I have to remove myself from desire and disengage. This tactic inevitably leaves me 

feeling cold, numb, and for obvious reasons, disengaged. My understanding of Buddhist 

philosophy is that it is in fact the exact opposite. That instead of removing desire, the intention is 

to see through it (as an impulse that may or may not be genuine and loving) so that everything 

can move closer, rather than moving away and into abstraction, and that I may become more 

intimate with everything and everyone and not just the things I conceive of as desirable.   

 In Wallace's fictional portrayal of Lyndon Baines Johnson, Lady Bird tells David Boyd 

the narrator that "Lyndon is haunted by his own conception of distance... My husband has stated 

publicly that America, too, his own America, that he loves enough to conceal deaths for, is to be 
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understood in terms of distance." (115) Wallace's Johnson is therefore a tragic portrait of man 

who loses himself to the personal and political requirements of distance.  

 Johnson wants to feel––‘Right and wrong ain't words,’ he said. 'They're feelings. In your 

guts and intestines and such. Not words. Not songs with guitars. They're what make you feel like 

you do. They're inside you. Your heart and digestion. Like the folks you personally love. " (107) 

Johnson is the kind of man who aspires to a love so great that there remains no distance between 

him and his beloved, as is the case, he claims, in his own marriage to Lady Bird: "I carry my 

Miss Claudia ‘Lady Bird"\’ Johnson right here, boy... You give your life to other folks, you give 

your bodily health and your mind in your head and your intellectual concepts to serving the 

people, you and your wife got to carry each other inside, 'matter from how far away, or distant, 

or alone."(89) With his marriage, Johnson was able to traverse the illusion of distance, and 

discover that there is no such thing as his being alone or apart from his beloved wife. He didn't 

need the concept of "love" in order to feel that he loved her.  

 But Wallace inserts a made-up comment about Johnson that delineates him as a fractured 

man: "Mr Lyndon 'LBJ' Johnson, like all men in public service, was driven both by a great and 

zealous personal ambition and by a great and zealous compassion for the well-being of his fellow 

man. He was, like all great men, hell like all men, a paradox of mystery." (109)  

 The symbol Wallace employs for the kind of love and compassion Johnson aspired to and 

achieved with Lady Bird, is the curved circle, because for it "distance means the sheer size of 

what it holds inside." (117) This feels pretty much in-tune with the Buddhist notion of embracing 

everything by eliminating all conceptual distances and preferences for what we like and don't 

like. A point in the center of the circle is equidistance from everything else, and can love equally.  
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The circle is a prominent image in Buddhism for this reason (among others).42  

 What Wallace seems to imply happened to LBJ was that American circumstances 

demanded him to "forget the curved circle" and made him "Build a road. Make a line." (117) In 

the paradoxical effort to make things better, LBJ drew his line all around the world, so that "the 

circle you have made is quiet and huge, and everything the world holds is inside." Johnson's 

political ambitions, his ideologies, and his public persona essentially forced him to forego 

intimate personal connections and create every-widening policies which furthermore forced him 

to think politically and conceptually rather than with the inside-gut-feelings he preferred. As 

Marshal Boswell wrote in his analysis of this story, "he is a man of feeling who turned into an 

abstraction." (Understanding DFW 84) 

 In one of the fake historical-political blurbs that look back at LBJ's life, one of the 

pundits says "Being a homosexual would have been too delicate or human for LBJ to even dream 

of. I doubt if LBJ even had himself any ability to even try to imagine what being homosexual 

was like. Being homosexual is kin of abstract, to my way of thinking, and LBJ hated 

abstractions. They were outside his ken." (94) But back within Wallace's narrative proper, the 

story ends with LBJ lying in bed with David Boyd's homosexual lover. The ironic tragedy, 

therefore, is that LBJ was a man who could do much more than imagine being a homosexual; in 

fact, his hatred of abstraction was what drove him to feel what the experience would be like, but 

                                                             
42 "Right presence of mind means that the mind or spirit is present everywhere, because it is 
nowhere attached to any particular place. And it can remain present because, even when related 
to this or that object, it does not cling to it by reflection and thus lose its original mobility. Like 
water filling a pond, which is always ready to flow off again, it can work its inexhaustible power 
because it is free, and be open to everything because it is empty. This state is essentially a 
primordial state, and its symbol, the empty circle, is not empty of meaning for him who stands 
within it." (Zen in the Art of Archery 38)  
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at the cost of betraying David Boyd, who according to Lady Bird, was Johnson's closest friend. 

This betrayal ends up being a depiction in miniature of LBJ's relationship with America: the 

desire to remove distance between himself and ideas of what is good and moral made him an 

advocate of action; yet some of these very actions were inappropriate and deadly. The story 

therefore ends in ambiguity: in attempting to draw a portrait of a man trapped in hopeless 

paradoxes made of distance and intimacy, a man who at the story's beginning was so sure of who 

he is––"My name is Lyndon Baines Johnson. I own the fucking floor you stand on, boy"––it 

ends with him being uncertain of even his name, as he whispers to himself "Lyndon?" (118)  

 The movement in Buddhist practice is likewise away from abstraction and toward the 

lived experience of each moment. Wallace's Buddhist-tinged insight seems to have been that in 

the world of politics such movement is impossible, because both abstraction and feeling are 

required, and one of the two usually overwhelms the other. LBJ seems to have been a person so 

full of feeling that the requirements for him thinking in abstract terms pretty much destroyed his 

sense of himself; his need for embodied love overwhelmed the abstraction required to make good 

political decisions. The same theme will emerge later in Wallace's non-fiction writing when he 

describes the McCain political juggernaut in terms like "boxes within spinning boxes" where 

what's real and what's not is impossible to gauge. According to Wallace's early view of 

America's political landscape, authenticity is everywhere compromised by the need for 

abstraction, a postmodern problem if there ever was one.  
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John Billy 

 

 The most obvious question about "John Billy" is Why is it written in the voice of an 

Oklahoma red-neck? Assuming that Wallace is no longer interested in mere displays of linguistic 

virtuosity, why write what turns out to be a religiously toned story through the voice of someone 

that stereotypically is unsophisticated and simple-minded?  

 Marshall Boswell claims the story is in part about the "metaphysics of identity" (86) that 

is right, I think. More specifically, though, it's about a shift in how we conceive of identity, 

which is what allows this story, too, to have a Buddhist grounding.  

 At first, Chuck Nunn Jr. is conceived of as having had, and lost, some internal essence 

that guides his morality: "But something inside Nunn got left by the impact askew, his interior 

self messed with... the impact with V.V. following the rain of sheep had knocked something 

loose in the center of nunn. Chuck Junior got informed on this fact, and it chewed at him." (131-

132) His moral center is a "something" which implies that it can get displaced or lost, much like 

car keys. The story ends, however, with identities being not what we thought they were, in the 

case of the Simple Ranger––the figure to whom the story is being told–– being revealed to be 

Chuck Nunn Junior himself, the figurehead of the story; and, more importantly, Wallace forgoes 

realism in order to have every member at the table where the story was being told begin 

levitating. The catalyst making the switch between solid essences and levitating ones being 

"meadow-physics" as the narrator calls it.  

 As everyone begins to levitate, T. Rex asks, "Tell me where y'all think you live at." 
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Despite the story being very carefully and explicitly grounded in the particular dust-bowl 

location of Minogue, Oklahoma, it's John Billy, our simple-minded narrator, who answers, 

indirectly in the narrative he's telling us, the readers, "at a point in time, which is where we lived 

at, if the sucker'd asked me," as the group proceeds to dream "a community dream."   

 What's being implied is that identities are much more fluid that we think they are––

instead of there being a single "essence" to each one of us, we are all a shared essence that can 

levitate together as one, as a "community." But also that the context of all this is not a specific 

place, but the present moment, which is really the only "place" we can ever really be. Minogue, 

Oklahoma, is revealed to be code for "now."  

 Despite the terms Wallace uses in the story being Christian––Chuck Nunn Jr. awakes 

after his injury on the 7th day; John Billy says "was me supposed to tell you how, on that one 

fine dark day a pentecost's throw from Ascension, we all of us got levitationally aloft"; Chuck 

Nunn Jr. is referred to as a mythic "semi-divine" legend––the story has a Buddhist grounding in 

its understanding of the world. Which goes a way to explaining why the narrator is a simple-

minded man who happens to understand the revelation on a level that's not intellectual or 

academic: he can't understand it in those terms because he's too "simple" to do so. Instead, he 

levitates and sees through the illusion of concepts and feels that he and everyone else live in the 

present moment and that they are all a community rather than separate selves. This renegotiation 

of what spiritual awakening looks like is Buddhist in nature (though not exclusive to Buddhism), 

it seems, because it foregoes modes of religious understanding for ones that don't require 

thinking but a certain kind of "just doing." And so John Billy expresses the nature of awakening 

to "meadow-physics" reality instead of understanding it.  
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 It is also significant that Wallace considers postmodern America as taking place as much 

on the hill-billy dust-bowl farms of Minogue, Oklahoma as it does on the television circuit of 

Hollywood. From the high to the low, everything and everyone is susceptible to the tricks of the 

mind; conversely, from the high to the low, everyone is capable of awakening: sophistication has 

nothing to do with it. In fact, it's the idea of sophistication and our readerly desire for it that gets 

in the way. I wonder if John Billy's "simplicity" isn't a Zen aesthetic in disguise?  

 

Here and There 

 This story, which is a postmortem of a broken relationship delivered in the context of a 

dialogue in "fiction therapy" between the two former lovers with an occasional arbitrating 

comment by the therapist, is an ironic and biographical reflection on Wallace's own decision to 

leave logic and philosophy behind in favor of writing fiction.  

 The problem for Bruce, the male half of the defunct relationship, is that he wanted to be 

"the first really great poet of technology" which implies that "meaning will be clean" with "no 

more metaphors" and "no more qualities."  "I admit to seeing myself as an aesthetician of the 

cold, the new, the right, the truly and spotlessly here." (155) The problem becomes twofold: 

despite his desire to be "here" Bruce is never satisfied with having because, according to his 

girlfriend who was never named––a telling signifier itself––"I think he really likes to want." 

(159) This problem of always being elsewhere surfaces again when Bruce describes his 

"impeccably kind" uncle and aunt, who nonetheless disappoint because "Maine becomes another 

here instead of a there." (164) Bruce's problem is therefore revealed not to be specific to 
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romantic relationships, but to all relationships wherever any kind of intimacy is involved. Bruce's 

preference is for the theoretical because it is, in theory, infinite and not limited to the "particular 

experience and sensitivity of individual poets." (167) The woman in turn points out "what he 

thought about poetry was going to make poetry seem cold and sad. I said a big part of the 

realness that poems were about for me, when I read them, was feelings. I wasn't going to pretend 

to be sure, but I didn't think numbers and systems and functions could make people feel any way 

at all." (167) 

 The climax of the story is when Bruce relates how his uncle and aunt's electric stove 

breaks, and that despite his aunt's timid appraisal that "it was just a matter of a screw to be 

tightened or something that had to be given a good knock," (169) Brandon, the recent electrical 

engineer from MIT has absolutely no idea how to fix it. The reason, of course, is that in living a 

world of abstraction and theory, Bruce is forced to admit, "the work that interests me is done 

with a pencil and a sheet of paper. Rarely even a calculator. At the cutting edge of electrical 

engineering, almost everything interesting is resolvable via the manipulation of variables. I've 

never once been stumped on an exam. Ever. And I appear to have broken this miserable piece-of-

shit stove. I am unsure what to do." (170) 

 Brandon is therefore the kind of person who loves thinking about things, but only in 

abstraction, and as soon as the objects of his mind manifest themselves as real, whether they be 

lovers, family, or stoves, he cowers in fear and absconds.  

 The Buddhist angle here is Wallace's critique of the intellect's ability to put theory in 

higher stead than reality itself, which works well for a while, until the things that also make us 

human––like emotions––begin to complicate the cleanness of the theories. In no unsubtle terms, 
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the Buddha refused to discuss the theoretical and insisted that whatever problems people had 

they speak about them directly. Bruce longs to be here, but is overwhelmed by his desire to be 

there. In basic meditation, this is what pretty much happens non-stop: instead of focusing on 

what's happening with the body and breath here, on the cushion, the mind begins looking for 

some other place to be, usually in the past or in the future; at which point the meditator is asked 

to merely notice that the mind has wandered and to bring it back to the sensations of the body. 

The comment made by the woman who fell out of love with Bruce is therefore Wallace's own 

admission about what he perceived to be the futility of abstract-level thinking: "I wasn't going to 

pretend to be sure, but I didn’t think numbers and systems and functions could make people feel 

any way at all." (167) And thus a career as a fiction writer was born, with what Bruce himself 

begins to label as "a nascent emotional conscience." (165) Boswell astutely notes that Wallace's 

insight about desire being forever over "there" is not itself original; Rather "His job in this story 

is not to create new truths but rather to recover old truths that postmodern sophistication––of 

which Bruce's 'poetry of technology' is a species––might have dismissed prematurely." (93) 

These old truths, I argue, are also recognizably Buddhist in character.  

  

My Appearance 

 One of the foremost intentions behind Buddhist practice is to learn to see reality as it is, 

to become capable of cutting through delusions of how things appear “naturally.” The reason this 

is a goal in the first place is because over the course of a person's life, mental structures are 

erected and often fortified, leading to a view of the world that is conceptual rather than "real." As 

a humble example, consider how two people could exit a bus into a heavy downpour, and one 
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could start singing while the other could conceivably turn grumpy. The difference is obviously 

not the rain, but how the two individuals perceive the rain, and that has to do with the 

individual's previous experiences with rain and the interpretation of those experiences, and so on 

throughout the course of their lives, leading them up to the current moment's downpour and their 

interpretation of it as a negative or positive experience. The point in Buddhist practice is to learn 

to see the rain as part “reality” and as part the interpretation we impose on it and in the process to 

be able to differentiate the two wisely instead of reactively. One outcome in this simple scenario 

is that the person who turns grumpy in the rain might learn that the rain itself isn't bad or mean-

spirited, but rather that the conditioned response to the rain is what gives the rain its grumpy 

flavor. Consequently, if that person learns to look closely and repeatedly at his responses to 

getting drenched, there will come a time when he will be able to say "it's only rain, maybe I 

should try singing in it." It is important to acknowledge that in this analogy, the Buddhist 

response is not to deny one's feelings but to observe them so that they could finally register as 

mere conceptual responses, rather than reality (e.g. rain) itself. In a state of delusion, in this 

example, rain has become a terrible thing and I'm therefore correct for being in a foul mood 

when it rains.  

 "My Appearance" is a poignant story that signifies the end of a marriage. The reason for 

its dissolution, which is imminent but not actually located in the story itself––the last line is 

"which turned out to be the mistake"––is because Rudy and Edilyn, the two main characters, a 

famous TV actress and her television executive husband, reveal themselves to be on disparate 

poles on the spectrum of irony, and consequently for my argument, on disparate poles of 

delusion.  
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 Edilyn recounts the story in the past tense of what happened just before, during, and just 

after her appearance on The David Letterman Show. Before her appearance, her husband and his 

executive television friend worry about her getting skewered and coach her about how to appear 

so as not to suffer humiliation. The actual appearance goes well by all accounts. Afterwards, the 

couple deconstructs the appearance, which is when Edilyn realizes that Rudy thinks what he 

witnessed was not really her, but a performance. The revelation is that Rudy thinks there can be 

no such thing as sincerity; Edilyn insists that her "appearance" was actually who she really is, 

and is shocked by the logical implication that if her husband thought she was performing, but she 

believes she wasn't, then, well, Bob Dylan's song "Idiot Wind" quickly comes to mind: "I 

couldn't believe, after all these years, you didn't know me better than that, sweet lady."    

 Wallace succinctly captures the moment of revelation when the couple is riding in the 

post-show limousine: "Rudy admired the sunset out loud. He said it looked explosive, hanging, 

all round, just lightly over the water. Reflected and doubled in that bit of river. But he'd been 

looking only at the water. I'd watched him." (200) What Edilyn realizes is that her husband has 

either entirely lost the ability to differentiate between images and reality or that the two have 

become inseparable. In any case, for Rudy, watching the reflection of the sun is the same as 

watching the sun itself. And so she discerns that whether her husband sees her, or her image, or 

rather, her "appearance" makes no difference to him.  

 This is an essential story in terms of Wallace's art's manifesto, in which he's claiming 

through his characters that there has got to be more than mere postmodern reflexivity left in 

literature, otherwise everything crumbles into self-reference and conceptual images, at the cost of 

a foregone reality. In Buddhist terms, Wallace is claiming that believing that everything is 
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merely conceptual, without a reality to ground those concepts, is actually the very definition of 

delusion. And the source of all our suffering is to fall into a state of delusion, the worst of which 

is when it is so thorough and pervasive that we stop to consider that there's any delusion at all.  

 This story therefore serves as a critique of "going too far" with the postmodern proclivity 

for irony. As Wallace said in an interview, irony allows us to perceive things by "getting above 

them so we can see the flaws and hypocrisies and duplicities." But over time, with further and 

further distancing, we lose the tether and begin to confuse the irony for the thing itself, like the 

song of the prisoner who's come to love his cage." (Boswell 95) What's most dangerous 

according to Wallace is when irony as a tool is put in the hands of the very things it's meant to 

reveal. Wallace thought the critical ironic faculty is useful when watching tv commercials, say, 

because it allows the viewer to see through the manipulations of the advertisement. But his 

nightmare was the commercials that themselves learn to use irony and begin to mock and expose 

themselves, like pretty much all sorts of commercials we see today, that follow the script of "this 

is such a dumb fake commercial look at how made up all this is but still buy our deodorant 

because of how witty and honest we are about how fake this all is, etc." like our current Old 

Spice commercials, for example.  

 What Wallace is implicitly recommending, therefore, is the Buddhist practice of doing 

things for their own sake, without alternative motives or conceptual ideas. This suggestion is 

figured in "My Appearance" as Edilyn's confession to David Letterman that she did the hot dog 

commercials for free, because she wanted to practice the art of acting, and what could be more 

challenging than to star in a hot-dog commercial and "emote with meat." (196) Her sincerity just 

about knocks Letterman on his ass, but somehow she registers his reaction to her sincerity as 
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genuine, therefore abating her fears that he's nothing but a postmodern trickster; instead, she 

thinks he's a postmodern trickster who is capable of being genuine. Her husband, however, 

insists that his genuine moments are themselves performances.  

 And so Wallace depicts two poles: on one hand is postmodernism gone feral, in which 

there is no room for the genuine and sincere because everything, like Rudy's vision of Edilyn 

herself, must be performative and conceptual. On the other hand, Edilyn insists that even on a 

show like David Letterman's, the analog for postmodernism itself, there remains the possibility 

for sincerity, because reality itself never goes away, but rather becomes covered by our 

conceptualization of it. There is a way, argued the Buddha, to be in the world, as it is, without 

reacting to it from the base of conditioned abstractions.  

 Buddhist practice is about finding the middle between extreme conceptual irony on one-

hand, and complete unthinking naiveté on the other. And amazingly enough, Wallace 

demonstrates how something like this might be done in Edilyn's character, who does in fact 

make an appearance on a postmodern show, but leaves the stage more awake and aware of her 

reality as an actress who lives and works in self-reflexive ways. She achieved this awareness not 

by succumbing to her husband's insistence that she manipulate her image to fit in with 

Letterman's image, but by granting herself the freedom to be who she was. This, too, is one of 

Buddhism's featured tenets: if you can stop manipulating the "appearance" of your "self" you'd 

notice that there's nothing to manipulate to begin with.  
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Say Never 

 Most of the stories in Girl With Curious Hair have something strange about them, either 

in structure, tone, meta-narrative strategy or voice. The strange thing about "Say Never" is not 

necessarily that we get multiple facets of the same story from several of the characters, but that 

one of the main characters, Lenny Schoenweiss, decides to reveal his marital infidelity not out of 

necessity, but out of deliberate will. How? By announcing his adulterous relationship to his 

entire family via a letter that details his infidelity and calmly asserts that more of the same kind 

of behavior is on its way. This mode of disclosure is so bizarre that it refocuses the story from 

being about the nature of infidelity or the nature of desire in the context of the familiar (e.g. 

marriage), to the willful and abrupt way Lenny attempts to be honest.  

 But Wallace makes it clear that Lenny's honesty has nothing to do with wanting to come 

clean and to do the ethical thing for the sake of his marriage and family; we know this because 

his mistress is lying naked in his bed when he narrates his confession, while Bonnie, his wife, is 

"scratching in the closet door" (222). Lenny's confession is pretty much the epitome of cruelty. 

So how is it that Lenny, once a family man with a happy stable home, has gotten so confused 

about what being honest means? 

 The impulse to renounce was familiar to the historical Buddha. It was his first attempt at 

purifying himself from worldly desire. The trouble was, it turns out, that when such renunciation 

is driven from the willful place of ego, the ego and its desires only strengthen and become 

harder. Desire isn't the problem (ego-driven indulgence is), and it's not something from which we 

can rid ourselves, which is what the life of an ascetic attempts to do. Lenny takes the same but 

opposite approach: he wants to willfully act in an honest way so much so that he deludes himself 
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into thinking it is non-manipulative. He thinks if he just tells everyone exactly what's happening, 

the force of the will in which he does it will make the situation genuine. This attempt to renounce 

manipulation willfully ends up being the epitome of manipulation in much the same way that 

renouncing bodily pleasures and necessities like food is counter intuitively the ego becoming 

stronger and more domineering. Willfully being "honest" is just another form of dishonesty.  

 And yet, willful action of Lenny's variety is contrasted with genuine tenderness and love 

between Lenny's mother and her aging life-long friend, who listens and comforts her and shows 

compassion throughout the narrative, as she cries from the inevitable fallout from Lenny's letter. 

Which is yet another way in which Wallace's stories resemble Buddhist structures: he never tells 

us what to do, but offers contrasting parables that reveal themselves to be either on the path of 

awakening and intimacy or increased desire for control and loneliness. The sad thing is Lenny 

knows his attempts at being a literal open letter are manipulative and full of "disinformation," but 

as of yet, he can't help himself, so strong is the power of desire: "she is wrong for me" he says, as 

he continues to lie in bed with his mistress, with his wife in tears in the closet. But as with every 

story of Buddhist awakening, the first step is realizing there is, in fact, a problem: "If only 

Bonnie'd stop scratching at the closet door." 

 

Everything is Green 

"Everything is Green" ends with a thought-command by the narrator to "Say her name." But he 

has already said it previously. So what's changed in the story's two-page duration? Convinced of 

some deception, maybe of infidelity, Mitch is pleading for greater intimacy from his lover, 
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Mayfly, because he's not getting any younger. Her response, uttered while looking outside the 

trailer's window is "Everything is green she says. Look how green it all is Mitch. How can you 

say the things you say you feel like when everything outside is green like it is." (230) Marshal 

Boswell reads this story to be about another character like Bruce in "Here and There" who is 

stuck in his own self-centeredness and fails to notice that others have real interior lives to which 

he has no access. But it seems the difference in this story is that Mayfly, the object of Mitch's 

affection is herself to a large degree not present. We either take Mitch at his word and she is in 

fact lying despite claiming to speak the truth, or she's gazing out the window, daydreaming that 

things are better––that everything is green––when, according to Mitch, "everything is not green": 

"The other trailers are not green and my card table out with puddles in lines and beer cans and 

butts floating in the ash trays is not green, or my truck, or the gravel of the lot [...]"(230) Unless 

Mitch himself is lying, which doesn't seem to be the case, it's pretty obvious that life in a trailer 

park home is not all "green."  

 So Mitch is faced with a conundrum of trying to connect with a lover who is deceitful 

and an escapist. His tactic at the story's conclusion is to return to what is observable, rather than 

what is mentally constructed, because we've seen in the story's short space that mental 

constructions tend not to be true. But, even though "she is looking outside," meaning she's still 

elsewhere, "I look at her, and there is something in me that cannot close up, in that looking. 

Mayfly has a body." In Buddhist meditation practice, the instructions are simple: every time your 

mind begins to wander, usually to somewhere in the past, or somewhere in the future, small 

moments of awakening occur in those milliseconds when we notice we've drifted and we bring 

our attention back to the body that is sitting on the cushion. That small moment is when we are 
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genuinely present and non-deluded by a past that is no longer and a future that doesn't exist. This 

opening is similar to when Mitch concludes the story by noticing clearly that "Mayfly has a 

body. And she is my morning." And so he instructs himself to "Say her name," but, I think, not 

with the intention to complain or to express longing, or hurt, but with presence, one powerful 

enough to wake up his lover from her daydream. Because he's capable of noticing that 

"everything is not green" Mitch likewise has the capacity to see things as they are, with no 

intention to live a deluded life of fantasy, which is exactly the kind of presence Mayfly needs if 

she's going to stop daydreaming out the rain-soaked window.  

 

Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way 

 

 Going "westward" implies not going "eastward" which in this story means going away 

from where there's "nothing to hold your eye," never a hill, no western skyline of Collision's 

silos and arches and neon. To take in the eastern flatness, one has to pan back and forth "like a 

big ‘No,’" your eyes so relaxed and without object they almost roll."  (244) This big "No" and its 

geographical empty space can be read as the literary emblem of nihilism that feels like a void 

and from which Wallace decidedly wants to move away. And so he has his characters set out 

West. On the map43, the West they're headed to is Collision, Illinois, where John Barth's 

postmodern "Funhouse" is being franchised by the advertising marketer J.D. Steelritter, in an 

actual collision of postmodern self-referentiality with the advertisement world's self-promotion 

                                                             
43 Which we know is not the same as the territory if we've read the eschaton episode in Infinite 
Jest.  



 

  113 

and endless spin. Because Illinois is a land of rich farming soil, and lots of corn, it's a sad irony 

that this land of fertility has been misappropriated for postmodern commercial ends. Therefore if 

the East is nihilistic, and the West is the conglomerate of self-serving postmodernism, it turns out 

that the goal can be neither staying put in the nihilistic "East," nor actually arriving at the 

intended destination, the postmodern-commercialized "West." The goal, in other words, has to be 

the middle. But the trouble and narrative pivot turns out to be that "they're figuratively unsure 

about where to go from here" (257) meaning, not "where" geographically, but "how"––how does 

one "get" to the "middle" where, presumably, one already is (the characters have, in fact, already 

left on the journey). So even though the direction matters, it matters less than the metaphorical 

mode of transportation, the quality of the movement itself, the middle ground.  

  D.L. Eberhardt is one of the character stand-ins for postmodernism, and so, "an atheist." 

Sternberg is a character who believes that if you want something bad enough "to want" becomes 

factive, meaning he is an ideas man who fears everything material, most especially his body. 

Mark Nechtr seems like the character Wallace himself aspires to be––minus the solipsism–– 

because he's someone who wants to head in a direction that is away from cynicism and atheism, 

but likewise nowhere toward mere ideas themselves. Like with most Buddhist ideas, Wallace is 

seeking the middle way between believing in nothing, and believing that there's nothing but 

belief. The initiative to move "West" is therefore an attempt to move somewhere real and 

embodied, to a place beyond mere belief.  

 This then is a story about constipation, for lack of a better descriptive phrase, and a desire 

to move some metaphorical bowels and have something actually happen, as when D.L. says "we 

would so much just like to get there." In being itself a work of metafiction, it comments along 
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the way about all the different modes of literary transport available to "get there," passing 

judgment along the way against the modes that might have once been effective but are no longer. 

The path of "Realism" is problematic because it is very much a construct that pretends not to be 

one; likewise, postmodernism's response of being entirely transparent about its own construction, 

is itself a construct, plus "self-indulgent" and full of gratuitous cleverness and self-

consciousness.  

 So despite urgently wanting to get to Collision, the main characters are late to the reunion 

party of all previous actors in McDonald's commercials for all sorts of reasons, including: they 

miss their flight, they have to stand in a long car-rental line with its bureaucratic checkpoints, 

their self-made transport car breaks down (also a stand-in for postmodernism), Sternberg spends 

"so unmercifully so much time" (282) in the bathroom, mostly worrying about what other people 

will think about how long he's been in the bathroom, etc. "They're circling44," sees Mark because 

he knows about straight lines and shortest distances. (326) The story is therefore about the 

difficulty of actually moving away from the ways literature has been stuck on itself and toward a 

new regenerative thing.  

 

 DFW wrote Girl with Curious Hair as a young man, and it reflects a young man's efforts 

to grow up, to mature as a person and concomitantly as a writer. But his focus and definition of 

what growing up means is not typical of a western mind. He doesn't focus on growing up to 

mean getting a job, car, and wife. It doesn't mean, in other words, "getting there" because as 

                                                             
44 This kind of circling has a negative connotation because it is self-conscious and constricting 
as opposed to the previously described circle of expansiveness and opening.  
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"Westward the Course of Empire Makes its Way" suggests, you can't ever get there, one, and 

two, even if you got there all you would have would be a Collision of apocalyptic proportions 

made out of self-referentiality and commercialism.  

 The characters in "Westward" are all different versions of stunted adulthood––the story 

is, after all, about stunted development, both thematically and structurally. And so we repeatedly 

read surface hints of what it means to be immature. For example, D.L. is having a hard time, in 

one instance, because her credit card is not in her name––i.e. she herself is not responsible for 

having a credit line––and the car rental agency claims you have to be "accredited adults who can 

assume responsibility for someone else's high-velocity machine" (274). Therefore the implied 

notion of maturity requires responsibility for the reader and Wallace is suggesting that 

postmodernism––in the guise of D.L.–– cares too much about itself to be responsible for anyone 

else. 

  DeHaven Steelritter, the advertising mogul's son, is likewise depicted in explicit terms 

that question his maturity: "adult? putative son? possible heir? usurper? age: needs a shave; 

height: slouches, with intent; weight: who could know under either leather or this big-hipped dot-

pocked outfit and swim-fin shoes... "(246) DeHaven is very literally an adult clown who 

performs his commercial working duty out of a sense of apathy and inertia––caused by his being 

engulfed by postmodernism's clownish tricks and gimmicks––to do anything else. Therefore 

apathy, figured as literal slouching, is for Wallace a key component of what it means to be 

immature. Even worse is apathy "with intent," because DeHaven is an adult who has ostensibly 

learned enough about life to know better, yet refuses, intentionally, to grow up. Because 

Buddhist practice is very much a combined effort to wake up and grow up, apathy can often be 
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an overpowering road block to spiritual and emotional growth. In zazen meditation, therefore, 

the direction of what to do when sitting is quite simple, and involves keeping a straight posture. 

This is because to grow up and face reality requires an alertness and embodied presence that 

sitting straight exhibits and expresses. Buddhist practice, in short, is the antidote to slouching, 

and Wallace subconsciously realized this. 

 But perhaps the most crucial aspect of immaturity is the degree to which his characters 

are stuck in solipsistic thought. And of this criterion Mark is made to be the primary example. 

"Mark hates to believe he is Alone. Solipsism affects him like Ambrosian meta-fiction affects 

him." (303) He's the only person in the world who feels like the only person in the world. It's a 

solipsistic delusion" (305). In Mark Nechtr, Wallace is trying to portray a character who could be 

emblematic of the kind of fiction he wants to write. Mark, the narrator says, has something about 

him that is "trustworthy." (279) And he "looks at you with the kind of distanced concentration 

you use to look at something you're eating." (282) Wallace/Mark wants to write "a song of tough 

love for a generation whose eyes have moved fish-like to the sides of its head, forward vision 

usurped by a numb need to survive the now, side-placed eyes scanning for any garde of which to 

be avant." (304) He doesn't want more "cute stories that slouch, sullen, clever, coy, no hair on 

the chests forever."  (Emphasis mine) Above all, it seems, they need to have heart and "ought to 

lead you to bed with both hands." (330)  

 So what are the foundations of Mark's problem? All throughout the narrative, he is 

ingesting cooked and fried rose petals as he attempts to arrive in Collision, which is a parodic 

self-mockery of Wallace's inner aesthete, the reader who can consume beauty (the metaphorical 

rose petals) without himself being able to produce it. What makes it a constipating endeavor is 
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that the beauty is not shared in any kind of relational or communal sense, but is entirely self-

serving; you can't satisfy someone else's hunger by being the one who sits down to eat. Beauty 

can therefore be a figure for solipsism: "Itself is its only object" and consuming beauty the "act 

of a lonely solipsist's self-love." (332)  

 What, then, is the proposed solution to the problem of postmodern fiction's immaturity 

and its solipsistic tendencies? 

 "Please don't tell anybody, but Mark Nechtr desires, some distant hard-earned day, to 

write something that stabs you in the heart. That pierces you, makes you think you're going to 

die. Maybe it's called metalife. Or metafiction. Or realism. Or gfhrytytu. He doesn't know. He 

wonders who the hell really cares. Maybe it's not called anything (333).45 

 Mark's name is a pun on an archer's "goal," and describes what he, Mark, wants to do, 

which is to hit his reader's hearts. Wallace employs the archery metaphor to suggest that what's 

important is not just the mark (goal) or the technicalities of shooting an arrow (a metaphor for 

writing) but the intentionality behind the process itself. 

As you stand shoulder-first across thirty orthogonal meters between 
you and the red ring that encloses the gold chroma, and draw your 
12-strand string to the tip of your nose, the point of our arrow, at 
full draw, is somewhere between three and nine centimeters to the 
left of the true straight line to the bull's-eye, even though the arrow's 
nock, fucked by the string, is on that line. The bow gets in the way, 
see. So logically it seems like if your sight and aim are truly true, 
the arrow should always land just to the left of target center, since 
it's angled off in the wrong direction right from the beginning. But 
the straight-aimed and so off-angled target arrow will stab the 
center, right in the heart, every time. It is an archer's law that makes 

                                                             
45 Buddhism has a particular penchant for disavowing labels, but I'll leave that correspondence 
for later.  
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no sense. How is this so? The explanation is as obvious as the nose 
we look beyond: it lies in what happens to the well-aimed arrow 
when it's released; what happens while it's traveling to the waiting 
target. (294) 

 

 So if archery is an extended metaphor for writing fiction, and Wallace's desire is to write 

something that moves readers' hearts, it is not enough to get the technical marksmanship right. It 

is necessary, but not sufficient. What matters, more than anything, is how the writer approaches 

the writing in the course of doing it. "That what unlocks you, even today, is what you want to 

want. In what you value. And what you value's married to those certain things you just won't do. 

And here's a cliché that's earned its status as a cliché: whether you're free or locked up depends, 

all and only, on what you want. What you have matters about as much as the color of your sky. 

Or your bars." (349) What you want to want is the intention with which a person does something. 

In Buddhism, that's really the most important part. There are no ten commandments or rules 

prohibiting certain actions. Instead, there's experience that, if carefully reflected on, will dictate 

whether acting in a certain way will lead to openness and intimacy or whether it will lead to self-

centered isolation and suffering. And the difference is not in the action itself––say murder––but 

the intention with which it was performed. Did you commit the murder out of jealousy? Rage? 

Hatred? (All forms of self-centered delusion) Or did you commit the murder out of compassion 

for the people who would have been killed had you not killed the vengeful enemy first?  

 Marshal Boswell writes that "If Ambrose is Barth's figure for the writer of exhaustion, 

then Mark Nechtr is Wallace's projection of the writer of literature's resuscitation." (106) That 

claim is ostensibly correct, though Wallace complicates the matter by attributing to Mark the 
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debilitating solipsism I've already mentioned.46 But Boswell also suggests that "Wallace's 

symbol for the new relationship between writer and reader" is archery. This, too, is mostly 

correct, but I think there's a Zen angle Boswell isn't considering. In writing "So logically it seems 

like if your sight and aim are truly true47, the arrow should always land just to the left of target 

center, since it's angled off in the wrong direction right from the beginning," Wallace is 

suggesting that the aim, the literal aim, of the archer's bow is not what allows the arrow to hit its 

target. This view is likewise espoused in Zen in the Art of Archery when the Master tells the 

pupil that "It does not depend on the bow, but on the presence of mind, on the vitality and 

awareness with which you shoot... The 'Great Doctrine'48 knows nothing of a target which is set 

up at a definite distance from the archer. It only knows of the goal, which cannot be aimed at 

technically, and it names this goal, if it names it at all, the Buddha." (56) Furthermore, the 

Master claims to the pupil that "You can be a Master even if every shot does not hit. The hits on 

the target are only the outward proof and confirmation of your purposelessness at its highest, of 

your egolessness, your self-abandonment, or whatever you like to call this state." (56)  

 In the Zen in the Art of Archery, the archer does not shoot the arrow. "It" shoots it. And of 

course the Master cannot define "it." So it seems like Wallace has taken a step in Zen's direction 

by acknowledging that this "archer's law makes no sense." But here we see that Boswell's 

explanation ––that the writer can only hit the reader's heart when the pen is aimed "obliquely, 

fabulously, perhaps self-reflexively"––doesn't make sense either because according to Zen in the 
                                                             
46 And which I'll address further in Wallace's essay on Wittgenstein, "The Empty Plenum." 
47 "truly true": the fact that "true" is being modified by "truly" to get at some clearer notion of 
"truth" is just one example of how nonsensical and impossible it is to write about these concepts 
which, in the end, have to be experienced.  
48 From a scholarly perspective, "The Great Doctrine" is not Zen itself, but is close enough in 
the way Wallace himself was approaching Zen.  
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Art of Archery no aim at all is needed. Instead, Wallace writes that what matters is  "not the point 

of departure" but rather "what happens while it's traveling to the waiting target." (294) Boswell 

doesn't explain what this means, so I'll take a shot (pardon the intended pun).  

 The extended metaphor is obviously between archery and writing. The question for 

Wallace and Barth was, well, where does the author fit in with literature's equation? Barth's 

answer, given despondently, was that the author can never disappear because his "head gets in 

the way." ("Lost in the Funhouse" 85) Consequently, his shot, his writing, will always miss the 

reader's heart, a pessimistic appraisal that Wallace is attempting to disprove. He, Wallace, 

therefore concludes by implying that the closer the writer can establish intention (to shoot, to 

write) without asserting his own self's desires for the outcome of the shot, the closer the writer 

will be to allowing the writing to write itself in the same way the Master archer claims the arrow 

will shoot itself. So the Zen quality of Wallace's insight is not about reconfiguring and 

manipulating one's actual writing, however obliquely this might be done, but by attempting to 

allow the writing to come from a place of intention unmarked by the ego's self-consciousness.  

 All of this can seem bewildering from a logical perspective, as Wallace himself attests, 

and which the pupil who wrote Zen in the Art of Archery confirms. How can "aiming" be the 

source of the problem in archery/writing? I don't think Wallace ever gets as far as the Master and 

his pupil in Zen in the Art of Archery, but he takes several Buddhist minded steps in the story 

itself.  

 One of the crucial insights the character Dave––the fictional character Mark (who himself 

is a fictional character in David Wallace's story) creates in his, Mark's, story–– has at 

"Westward's" conclusion has to do with Buddhist impermanence. The adult world is "risky" 



 

  121 

"often sad" and "wildly insecure." "The world can take your loved ones, your love, your one 

beloved... What's his, then, that he can hold tight, secure?" (369) This description does not have a 

1-to-1 correspondence with Buddhist impermanence, because its tone is too pessimistic and 

beaten down for that to be the case––Buddhist impermanence is a description of reality, namely 

that everything is impermanent, rather than its bemoaning––but it nonetheless leads Wallace to 

conclude that since that's the case, the only thing that can be determined is the intention with 

which you do things, figured in Mark's story as "your honor." So given that the Dave here is a 

character in Mark Nechtr's story, who in turn is a character in David Foster Wallace's story, we're 

invited to interpret Dave as a fictional construct who matters just as much as the full-blooded 

author. It therefore does not matter "To Whom" the debt of writing fiction is owed––it could be a 

fictional debt or a real one; what matters entirely is the honor or intention with which it is 

written. In a paradoxical move, Buddhist-wise, Wallace writes that being honorable is "his self's 

coin" (369). Since one of the core Buddhist tenets is that there is no self, this formulation by 

Wallace is fascinating: what the self is, really, is its intentionality. Wallace here has altered the 

definition of the Self from something substantive to something more closely aligned to action, 

something entirely dependent on intention and constantly shifting, non-material but always 

expressive. "Dave covets, values, hoards, and will not spend his honor," (370) captures the 

paradox nicely: it is simultaneously something he can't let go of while being, by definition, 

something that can't possibly be "spent" in the literal sense, the same way a body could.  

 Magda, "who is really not at all pretty, facially, except for the utter and unconsciously 

expressed pleasure she takes in the water's feel" (350) suggests to Mark that knowing the truth 

means "listening from deep inside." "'I still know the center you want isn't in classes, or 
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categories, or even in what kind of religion you choose to genuflect to. It's here.' She doesn't 

gesture.  'Wherever you are. It's all around you. Every minute. That sound you hear when it's 

quiet, without sleep. Or awake, listening. A great silence.'" Wallace doesn't make Magda pretty 

in order to bludgeon home the idea that beauty is irrelevant to truth.49 What's most important 

about Magda is that she can listen to silence and doesn't need to gesture to something specific 

when describing where the "center" Mark is looking for. (351) She is, in other words, refraining 

from aiming and pointing with self-consciousness, just like a Zen Master Archer.  

 Earlier in the story Wallace describes Dave's lover "L––––" (to whom the actual real-

world Girl With Curious Hair is dedicated, suggesting that the fictional L––––– and we, the 

readers of these stories, are one and the same, as the metafictional braid is thus entangled) as 

someone who wishes Dave to tell her, instead of that he loves her, that she is loved." (357) In 

wanting a form of love that is entirely focused on herself, in passive voice, without a lover 

performing the action, she becomes a figure of self-centeredness. Dave, however, recognizes 

this, and "some tiny targeteer's voice cries out inside him against telling her that she is loved just 

because the fact that he loves her isn't enough to stave off insecurity and self-consciousness and 

dissension and row." (359) His intentionality isn't enough; his efforts have to be met with a 

sensibility that is capable of acknowledging an interdependence between lover and beloved. And 

since this is a metafictional story about writing, the implication is that in order for there to be 

connection between reader and writer, the reader has to move beyond merely wanting to be loved 

(written for) to acknowledging the relationship between reader and writer as an active opening 

on both sides, both capable of giving and receiving. To grow up, therefore, also means to open 

                                                             
49 pace Keats 
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and redefine one's "self" as including others, by definition. And so both Girl with Curious Hair 

and "Westward" end in a not subtle evocation of meditation practice:  

Close your eyes. Absolutely no salesmen will call. Relax. Lie back. 
I want nothing from you. Lie back. Relax. Quality soil washes 
right out. Lie back. Open. Face directions. Look. Listen. Use ears 
I'd be proud to call our own. Listen to the silence behind the 
engines' noise. Jesus, Sweets, listen. Hear it? It's a love song.  
For Whom? 

You are loved. (373) 
 

 "Westward," a story about immaturity, ends by asking whether or not there's been any 

maturation, even though the homemade car is still stuck in the mud and the characters haven't 

arrived in Collision.  

 Consequently, Wallace transforms the dire postmodernist death-knell of exhaustion "For 

Whom is the funhouse fun?" into an affirmation that the relationship between reader and writer 

can once again be healthy and full of love. So despite refusing to give his love to the fictional 

"L––––––" because he understood it was being demanded of him as a uni-directional object 

Dave, who is clearly both the fictional character in this story and its real-world author, is now 

openly giving us his love, because, it turns out, by reading the book, we've opened ourselves to 

it. This is a subtle but crucial change: at first, Dave refuses to tell L she is loved because that's 

exactly the passive construction she is hungry for and he knows it will only lead her to greater 

fear and insecurity. But at the story's conclusion, he transforms that same passive construction 

into one of openness and reciprocity, underscoring the story's foundational idea, that what 

matters is not the target (love's recipient), but the intentionality with which the arrow (love) is 
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asked for and given.  

 The predominant trope in the story's conclusion is sound, or its lack, which is analogous 

to the practice of shooting without aim. It's likewise an embodiment of Buddhist practice because 

it contradicts the idea that silence is somehow a void rather than an opening for infinite 

possibility, not least of which is freedom and love. And that despite the objections of our rational 

faculties, silence is something that needs to be performed, acted out. And the way to do it is to 

"Open."  

 It is quite remarkable, too, how closely (wisely?) Wallace depicts meditation, here. It 

requires both relaxation, an injunction twice repeated and affirmed in Zen books like Method of 

No Method, and an active engagement with being relaxed. "I want nothing from you,” hints at 

meditation's paradox: it has nothing to give, and yet is essential for opening. It's a letting go 

instead of an increase in effort to get somewhere. Which is why the characters never get to 

Collision, despite trying so very hard.  

 This "effort" to relax also helps explain the phrase "Face directions." Because an attempt 

to escape "East" by moving "West" is both impossible and requires the kind of directionality and 

self-conscious aim that the Master Zen archer warned against, the only solution is to avoid 

aiming at all and a willingness to face all directions––the target, after all, is incidental and a mere 

outward proof of the living act itself and could be located anywhere. And so we learn that the 

way toward the giving and receiving of Love is not by escaping from nihilism/the East by 

moving toward some other construct––the West/ postmodernism––but by embracing everything 

and all directionality at once.  As it turns out, all these characters had to do was relax and realize 

they were already exactly where they needed to be, because "West" forever recedes as you keep 
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moving in its direction and the love they were seeking was right in front of their noses from the 

start.  

 Whereas John Barth could not figure out how to get the author's head out of the 

relationship between the writer and reader, Wallace asks us to meditate––to open without 

judgement–– and promises that no salesman will call. That final trope of the postmodern writer 

as a salesman is telling because salesmen want something in return. Wallace, on the other hand, 

whether he read The Art of Zen in Archery or whether he intuited its contents, realizes and 

embodies here, in this short story collection, that the moment you want something, the moment 

you try to will something to happen, is the moment you start aiming and the very same moment 

that your target begins to recede.  

  

 What do the stories in Girl With Curious Hair have in common? First and foremost, 

everyone in these stories is searching for love, intimacy, and communion. Out of the ten stories, 

all ten of them have characters who are either lonely and cannot receive love, or they are 

damaged and cannot give it.  The commensurate issue is therefore an attempt on Wallace's part 

to identify the contemporary structures of isolation that are entangled and probable causes of this 

sense of the characters' loneliness. As I've identified above, Wallace considers all sorts of 

reasons for the suffering found in the postmodern lives of his characters: from the physical 

"empty" parking lots of corporate culture and everything they symbolize (distance even in 

proximity), to a pumped-up sickly ironic distancing, to abstractions and manipulations of images 

and appearances, to a self-consciousness that distorts attempts at openness and honesty; 

regardless of the diagnosis, it seems like there is no escape from postmodernity but only 
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questions on how to live in it authentically. I make this claim based in large part on the form of 

these stories. It's important to remember that Wallace was as tired of the vogue for minimalist 

realism as he was of metafiction's self-recursiveness. Those two poles seemed to delineate for 

him what a middle ground could look like, which is what "Westward" is about. And so Wallace 

ends up experimenting here in this collection with modes of storytelling that have technical 

similarities to postmodern and metafiction's moves, but which have very different intentions, 

ones which look outward outside the text toward the reader and attempt to become earnest in 

their search for communication.  

 I want to emphasize that there is almost nothing that is explicitly Buddhist in Girl With 

Curious Hair. What's important, however, is that the stories reflect Buddhist modes of thinking 

in all the ways I've described individually above, so that even though Wallace himself was most 

likely unaware that he was beginning to inquire into the same problems Buddhism does––as well 

as problems that preoccupy most religions––but that he was also beginning to arrive at 

alternative modes of being that are analogous with Buddhist practice and philosophy.  

 Secondly, the America Wallace is writing about and responding to is the America of 

Wallace's generation, the first TV generation, which has gotten confused by the difference 

between image and the world itself. For example, in "Westward" the characters are on their way, 

however protractedly, to a commercial reunion––in other words, they're on the way to relive 

something that's not only already past, but something whose nature was by definition an artificial 

construction intended to elicit desire where no desire was naturally present––when the car breaks 

down and it starts raining. The character that symbolizes the artificial construction of 

postmodernity's spiral of image creation is dressed as a clown. And then it starts raining and 
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"Streaks of DeHaven's real face can be seen through the trademark face as the clown slams the 

hood shut in the spattered rain." (342) So there's a constructed clown face, and a real face 

beneath. Wallace's America is an America that has pretty much forgotten there's a real face 

behind all the images and metaphorical make-up.  

 This is very much how Buddhism approaches delusion. The insight is not that reality 

itself needs to be altered, or, according to self-help books, that the self needs to be improved, but 

rather that we've created so many images and identity constructions that we fail to see they're all 

illusory. And in many ways, more thinking isn't going to alleviate the problem because the 

thinking itself is the source of the problem. What needs to happen is a change in how the 

problem is approached.  

 What's most interesting about this collection is that Wallace is focused on the same 

revelation, but he handles it not only through the content of the stories––as I've demonstrated in 

the brief exegesis above––but in the form and the method of the writing itself. This is a Buddhist 

minded move because of this important insight: when the form is lazy or taken for granted or 

pretends to be invisible, the content can be pushed around by prior conditioning. So postmodern 

metafiction, while appearing inventive and wild, is in "Westward" emblematized by the 

description of the DeHaven's car as "utterly enclosed, sheltering, rained upon." (345) In other 

words, the framework has taken everything hostage, because everything fits inside the 

framework, and there's no reality to be experienced––no rain-–from the position of cautious 

delusion. And what makes the delusion doubly tricky, in metafiction's case, is that it appears 

wildly inventive and crazy, and "fun" but in the end it's not much more than an image removed 

from the world. "Itself is its only object. [Metafiction is] the act of a lonely solipsist's self-love" 
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(332).  

 Girl With Curious Hair ends up being a collection of stories about growing up, maturing 

and becoming responsible, "less toward 'coming of age' than toward just plain old living in the 

adult world.' (368) It is was also a way for Wallace to discover, through the experience of writing 

it, what he wanted for himself as an artist. Girl With Curious Hair is like a reflection along the 

lines of Tolstoy's own inquiry, "What is Art?" in which Tolstoy critiques art's aesthetic 

preoccupations in favor of sincere communication with the reader in a way that opens the reader 

and writer, both, to the universal brotherhood of man. 

 But before I can move to Infinite Jest, there remain two attendant issues having to do 

with Girl With Curious Hair that I want to consider. The first is Wallace's concerted 

preoccupation with solipsism; the second is the role of morality in fiction. Both of these issues 

have distinct Buddhist overtones.  
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Chapter 4: Solipsism and "The Empty Plenum" 

 

People nowadays think that science exists to instruct them, poets, musicians, etc. 
to give them pleasure. The idea that these have something to teach them--that 
does not occur to them. ~Wittgenstein 
 

 I like to fancy myself a fan of the work of its namesake. 
    ~ Wallace on Wittgenstein's Mistress ("The Empty Plenum" 218) 

 
 

Solipsism and Postmodernism 
 

 Wallace's understanding of postmodern thinking, and by extension, postmodern fiction, 

especially metafiction, was often preoccupied with solipsism. We saw this explicitly in Mark's 

character in "Westward" as well as nuanced versions of it in the other characters in Girl with 

Curious Hair: the husband in "My Appearance" who can't differentiate between an image and 

the real thing; the graduate student who can't fix the stove even though he's mastered theoretical 

engineering, etc. And because solipsism is a form of argument and denial of the reality of 

anything outside an individual's consciousness, it was important for Wallace to find an argument 

against it that felt satisfying because he was terribly afraid of loneliness, in life, but even more 

terrified of it in theory, especially of the absolute variety of which solipsism is an example. 

Another way of saying this is that Wallace was afraid of emptiness; what he was subconsciously 

hoping to understand/feel/accept was Emptiness of the Buddhist variety.  

 Capital "E" Emptiness derives from and eventually encompasses the key elements in 

Buddhist contemplative practice: impermanence, dependent origination, and no-self. For 
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something to be "empty" means that, because the entity “originates dependent” upon other 

entities, and is transformed in accordance with changes in these "external" conditions, the entity 

therefore lacks "own-being" or self-nature. The thing is not self-determining; on its own it would 

have never come to be what it is. "When Buddhists contemplate anything––an entity, a situation, 

or an idea––this "dependence," "instability," or "void" within it directs the meditator beyond the 

thing itself to its determining conditions, other things, situations, and ideas which similarly point 

beyond themselves to others, ad infinitum. Empty things are what they are contextually; their 

being is relational." (Philosophical Meditations 52) 

 What I'm looking for, therefore, is not a Wallace but a "Wallace" informed by the 

Postmodernity of which solipsism is a key attribute. My readings of the stories in Girl With 

Curious Hair suggest Wallace believed there was no escape from postmodernity––no surprise 

exit from the Funhouse, as John Barth wished there was––and that it would be foolish to try, as 

per the cast of characters in "West" that never quite make it to their apocalyptic destination. Or 

as Stephen Batchelor wrote in Alone With Others "It is simply not possible to uproot ourselves 

from the soil of Western civilization in which we have grown. No matter how strongly we reject 

its values, we cannot avoid being a part and product of its development." (Alone With Others 19) 

What he offered instead is a change in intentionality, of what to do from inside the world as it 

currently is. But, still, if there's no escape, then are we not in danger of being solipsists? How do 

we know there are other people outside our mind's ability to create them? How do we know that 

life is nothing but a funhouse in which we are all alone, with our minds acting as the funhouse 

itself? This is the problem of solipsism. 

 Since solipsism is one version of the problem of "self," it can readily be studied under the 
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Buddhist purview in the sense that Buddhist philosophy is a rebuttal to solipsistic thought. In 

actuality, the philosopher to whom Wallace turned to find a solution was Wittgenstein, as I 

discussed in chapter one. Likewise, I also discussed Wittgenstein's philosophy as having many 

analogous similarities to Zen Buddhism. Therefore, I'd like to more clearly elucidate how 

Wallace's troubles with solipsism inspired him to think more deeply about Wittgenstein, and 

what the repercussions were in helping Wallace to further develop a Zen mode of thinking on his 

way to an understanding that refuted the solipsistic category of arguments.  

  

 I don't think Wallace was a solipsist; rather, he was deeply troubled by the possibilities 

and attendant philosophical and real-world repercussions of solipsism, if the philosophy was 

true. Read this way, Girl with Curious Hair and his essay "The Empty Plenum" can be 

interpreted as his effort to work through solipsistic argument.  

 What might have started Wallace on this path? As I mentioned in chapter one, Wallace 

had been working with the Buddhist Scholar Jay Garfield on his undergraduate philosophy 

thesis; my theory is that either directly or indirectly, Wallace was influenced or exposed to 

Buddhist ideas during his visits to professor Garfield's office. These seeds might have been why 

he continued being influenced by Wittgenstein, long after his philosophy classes and his work in 

philosophy concluded: if solipsism and its shadows were of deep spiritual concern to Wallace, he 

might have intuited, consciously or, more likely, subconsciously, that Buddhist philosophy in its 

Wittgensteinian guise was a way through it.  

 One of the problems Wallace had with philosophy itself as a profession was that in the 
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end it was too abstract and too removed from the reality of the everyday (Recall his intentions 

via Mark in "Westward," to shoot the real-world reader in his real-world heart). And this fear of 

the abstract, too, might be the reason that out of all the big name philosophers, he turned again to 

Wittgenstein––a move embodied in his interest in reviewing David Markson's book 

Wittgenstein's Mistress in the essay he titled "The Empty Plenum"––because it was Wittgenstein 

who said and whom Wallace quotes in his review, "What is the use of studying philosophy if all 

that it does for you is to enable you to talk with some plausibility about some abstruse questions 

of logic, etc., and if it does not improve your thinking about the important questions of everyday 

life?' (224 Empty Plenum) Lance Olsen, author of a critical article on Wallace and Wittgenstein, 

likewise wrote that "Wittgenstein and Wallace share a certain quality of mind... they don't play 

games, aesthetic or philosophical, just to play games... they play games in order to wrestle with 

very real problems, in order to attempt to work through the world." (202 "Termite Art”)  

 In Broom of the System, Wallace wondered about language, its efficacy, and how it 

seemed to work. "To question the efficacy of language is to question the validity of systems of 

meaning which is to question the efficacy of systems of narrative which is to question the 

validity of systems of identity which is to question the veracity of systems of reality." (Olsen 

212) It's not surprising, therefore, that Wallace's first non-fiction review was about a book that 

dealt allusively with Ludwig Wittgenstein, the world's most profound philosopher of language. 

 Wallace began his review of Wittgenstein's Mistress with an epigraph by Stanley Cavell, 

a Wittgensteinian scholar:  

But what other philosopher has found the antidote to illusion in the particular and 
repeated humility of remembering and tracking the uses of humble words, looking 
philosophically as it were beneath our feet rather than over our heads? 
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 The entire epigraph, like Wallace's conclusion to "Westward" can be read as a paraphrase 

of Buddhist meditation practice. "Antidote to illusion" might as well be the Second and Third 

Noble Truths: the reason we're stuck in a pattern of suffering is because we're ignorant of the 

reality of the world, but, good news, there's a way out of it. And that way has to do with 

repeatedly observing what's literally in front of us––looking beneath our feet, or at a wall, 

depending on whether you're walking on the street or meditating on a cushion––rather than using 

the source of our delusion, thoughts and more thoughts, to build theories that quickly overwhelm 

and float above our heads because they are fundamentally untethered from reality. To 

"repeatedly [track] the uses of humble words" is likewise a common meditation instruction in 

zazen: instead of allowing one's thoughts to roam free, we're asked to observe them, to "track 

their use" so that we might notice how our minds repeatedly attempt to move back into the past, 

or into the future, neither which exist. The repetition of "humility" and "humble" has obvious 

Christian overtones, but also Buddhist ones as well: when delusional thoughts become less 

fascinating to the practitioner, the central illusion of "The Self" becomes less enticing; 

consequently, the ego's role becomes smaller and humility increases. Perhaps most importantly, 

however, is that we are asked by both Wittgenstein and Zen to consider language not as 

something theoretical but as something real that can and needs to be examined if we are to make 

any sense of how we understand the world and how we have become deluded by our 

misunderstandings of language. Stephen Batchelor comments on the relationship of Buddhist 

inquiry and the Wittgensteinian problem of language: "Words and concepts are indispensable in 
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order to make sense, but there is something devilish about the way we think and speak. Mara's50 

snares seem built into the structure of language itself." (27 Living with the Devil); "A picture 

held us captive," reflected Wittgenstein. "And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our 

language, and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably." There is, in other words, a 

solipsism of language in which pictures enforce concepts that are removed from life.  

 

“The Empty Plenum” 

 Wallace begins "The Empty Plenum" (Hereafter "EP") by arguing that the role of fiction 

is to sanctify the marriage of "abstraction & lived life, transcendent truth-seeking & daily 

schlepping, marriages that in our happy epoch of technical occlusion & entertainment-marketing 

seem increasing [sic] consummatable only in the imagination." (218) This kind of thinking is not 

Buddhist because it's dualistic, but at least it discerns the oppositions out of which a Buddhist 

non-dualistic dialectic might come around.  

 And so Wallace sees Markson’s Wittgenstein's Mistress (Hereafter WM) as a 

dramatization of Wittgenstein's first book, Tractatus, and describes its contents as "What if 

somebody really had to live in a Tractatusized world?" (219) We see here again how Wallace is 

most interested in works of fiction that themselves try to move from the theoretical and 

philosophical to the lived, a movement very much analogous to Buddhist practice in the sense 

that what matters is the practice rather than the theory. Zen Master Brad Warner wrote a book 

called Sit Down and Shut Up about the ancient founder of Soto Zen Eihi Dogen in which he 

                                                             
50 Mara is Buddhism's version of the Devil's temptations.  
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quotes Dogen as saying "Buddhism is not Buddhism without the practice of zazen. Read every 

book you can find on the subject of [the Buddha], and you still won't get one lick of good out of 

it unless you put those teachings into practice." (59) Other major world religions and systems of 

spiritual devotion, when considered comparatively to Buddhism with regard to how they are 

structured, turn out to be much more devoted to the reading and recitation of scripture as the 

practice itself. Likewise in academia, the theory is often the valuable thing and not its 

application. Wittgenstein, needless to say, was not an academic because he was not interested in 

theory: "To become involved in debate is already to have lost.” (Monk 78) 

 According to Wallace, WM is therefore a book that communicates the consequences "of 

the practice of theory; the difference, say between espousing 'solipsism' as a metaphysical 

'position' & waking up one fine morning after a personal loss to find your grief apocalyptic, 

literally millennial, leaving you the last and only living thing on earth, with only your head, now 

for not only company but environment & world." (220 “Empty Plenum”) "Markson's book 

transcends, for me, its review-enforced status of 'intellectual tour de force' or 'experimental 

achievement'... the ways in which the book is moving, and the formal ingenuity by which it 

transforms metaphysics into angst and so reveals philosophy as being first and last about spirit." 

(220) And the book's real power, according to Wallace, is that it "manages somehow to 'show' 

what cannot ordinarily be 'expressed.'" I hope this isn't an empty move on my part, but once 

again the parallel with Zen mediation is clearly intuited by Wallace: what meditation practice 

ends up being, in its full embodiment is an expression of awakening, rather than a mode or a way 

to awaken. As in, the actual act of meditation "shows" what cannot be "expressed." Obviously 

there's a difference in what Wallace is talking about with a literary work embodying the 
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consequences of a philosophy rather than merely describing it, but the fact that this exact kind of 

difference is so important to Wallace is yet another clue that he was intuitively thinking along 

Buddhist modes of inquiry. (221) And so, Wallace continues, "WM, if it is any one thing for me, 

is a kind of philosophical sci-fi." (223) In the book The Embodied Mind, which marries Buddhist 

philosophy with cognitive science, the authors ask, rhetorically, "Where can we turn for a 

tradition that can provide an examination of human experience in both its reflective and its 

immediate, lived aspects?" (221 Embodied Mind) One answer is the Buddhist tradition.  

 If WM is an imaginative representation of Wittgenstein's Tractatus, what we learn from 

reading it is that the world of language as logic started out for Wittgenstein as a heaven and 

ended up being a metaphysical hell. Which, according to Wallace, was probably Wittgenstein's 

motivation to disavow the work and move toward a new theory espoused in The Philosophical 

Investigations. The hellish aspect comes to fruition in part because the main character of WM 

writes in short aphoristic paragraphs that Wallace notices are similar to the distinctive 

propositional nature of the Tractatus. (225) So despite Kate's constant going around and naming 

things in this logical aphoristic way (like the utterances in Tractatus), writing them down, trying 

to find connections between these facts, genuine connections "always––necessarily––elude her." 

(225) Wallace then claims that one of Markson's achievements in the book is to show how 

Wittgenstein's early view of language is one in which "facts are sad... for Kate's existence itself 

is that of an atomic fact, her loneliness metaphysically ultimate." (226)  

 The main problem of the solipsist, therefore, is figured as the inability to make genuine 

connections. And the reason is because in a world of random facts nothing can relate to itself 

except arbitrarily because atoms are the basic units and cannot be altered and they cannot 
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change; in other words, they cannot grow more intimate with one another because that growth 

would alter their atomic nature. We therefore see in this essay the genesis of Infinite Jest's 

origins: Hal––who represents descent into misery––is a character who starts the novel by saying 

"I am in here" and is an embodiment of a solipsist who has ceased to believe anyone else can see 

him because he's busy assuring himself of his own existence, something no longer guaranteed 

given the nature and frequency of thoughts run amok. And who also plays tennis––with tennis 

balls, according to Wallace, being "the best macroscopic symbols there are for the flux of 

atomistic fact." (227) But more importantly for my considerations, Wallace arrives at an 

unexpected Zen insight in "EP" when he thinks about why Kate's exterior world is always in flux 

and why she can't ever really be sure of anything; why, in the end, she's doomed herself to the 

solipsist's nightmare that borders on insanity: "[The world's] flux is...that of Kate's own head; 

why it resists order or population is attributable to the very desperation with which Kate tries to 

order & populate it. Her search's fevered pathos ensures dissatisfaction." (228)  

 Compared to other world religions whose movement is toward perfection––almost 

always a perfection that can only be attained in another, future world––Zen philosophy posits 

that we are already perfect, if we'd only sit still for long enough to realize it. It's very much our 

thoughts and our busyness, typically born of fear, that convince ourselves that we need to 

become more of something, or a better version of ourselves. The antidote is silent meditation, the 

practice that allows us to see through the mind's busy illusions. And that's what Wallace is 

suggesting happens in Kate's mind: she's so busy running around attempting to make 

connections, that the effort required to do so ensures that the connections are never made, at least 

not in a genuine way, because they are forced and willed into being. Wallace's injunction at the 
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end of "Westward" applies in equal measure to Kate: relax.  

 Like Wittgenstein's own later Philosophical Investigations absolutely denounced the 

earlier Tractatus, Wallace likewise takes the opportunity in this review to give his reasons why a 

logical positivist––i.e. solipsistic––worldview is not his own preferred mode of being and part of 

the explanation has to do with what would happen to fiction and the act of writing fiction in such 

a world. And what would happen would be stories that "enclose" rather than "open up," 

"organize" rather than undermine facts, and "diagnose" rather than "genuflect." (234) Genuflect 

is a pregnant word here because it shows Wallace as having conceived of fiction as something 

holy and something that is capable of eliciting reverence. So what ends up being important for 

Wallace is a form of "opposition" to facts, a kind of myth-making that enriches and transfigures 

and transcends explanation rather than offers it.  

 By sticking to the facts of the world, and to logical explanations, there can only be 

arrangements and re-arrangements of what's already there. Nothing could grow or open or 

become new because, by Wittgensteinian Tractatus definition, a definition to which Wallace 

alludes, "The world is everything that is the case. The world falls apart into facts."  

 And yet, we're stuck in language. So even though I'm convinced the ancient Zen art of 

Koans was far from Wallace's mind, he's in this essay making a strong case for why the form of 

the koan is preferable to Western literature that seeks merely to rearrange what's known for the 

sake of explanation rather than risk, in a koan-esque way, "not-making-sense" but with the 

accompanying outside chance of arriving at transcendence. 

 "Opens" "undermines" "genuflects" "opposes": these are Wallace's words for what he 
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looks for in fiction. If there's a temptation to call Wallace a religious writer, because of his 

willingness to genuflect, how then do we makes sense of the subversive elements? Certainly 

none of the major religions ask their practitioners to "undermine" their teachings. But this is 

precisely the kind of paradox Wallace was beginning to ask of the fiction he read and the fiction 

he would attempt to write in the future. Paradox: according to Zen masters, no insight to 

awakening can occur without walking down its path.  

  What Kate's solipsistic wanderings end up revealing is a "paradoxical solipsism of U.S. 

persons in a cattle-herd culture that worships only the Transparent I" at the expense of "active 

countenance" and "sacral mystery" as "ends, value, meaning." (235) The paradox I think Wallace 

is intuiting is how can solipsists get to be a "cattle-herd"? 

 There's another moment of Zen implication lurking in Wallace's analysis of 

Wittgenstein's renunciation of the Tractatus––seen both in Wallace's praise for Markson's book 

and in the section in "EP" in which Wallace explicitly focuses on Wittgenstein's shift from his 

early to later philosophy–– namely that, according to Wallace, the Tractatus was a description of 

"what the world must be like for language to be possible" whereas Philosophical Investigations 

was a book about "what language must be like given the way the world in all its babble & charm 

& deep nonsense actually is."  So in praising WM as a sci-fi enactment and denunciation of the 

logical solipsistic consequences of living in a Wittgensteinian Tractatus world, Wallace 

consequently is giving even higher praise to Wittgenstein as having in his later book enacted "the 

most powerful philosophical attack on skeptic-/solipsism's basic coherence since the Descartes 

whose Cogito Wittgenstein had helped to skewer." (236) The way Wallace arranges those two 

comparative sentences is deeply revealing: in the first problematic one, "world" is the subject and 
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focus; in the second, the verb "is" is underscored by being the last word despite the syntactical 

strangeness, not to mention its being italicized; consequently, the world goes from being a 

subject of manipulation to being an emphatic reality that won't tolerate being manipulated 

because "is" is the last word. And so Wallace sees the shift between the early and later 

Wittgensteinian works as analogous to continuously making maps and assuming the world is 

exactly the way we drew it––let's say flat because we drew it that way––as opposed to first 

navigating the world and seeing how it is before making the map. Zen practice in essence asks of 

its practitioners to do the latter: look at the world first. And keep looking. If what you see are 

your thoughts about how the world ought to be, keep looking at those, until you learn to see the 

world as it is rather than how you would like it to be. In other words, quit your job as a 

cartographer.  

 So if WM is an enactment of life in the world of the Tractatus, one, Wallace breathes a 

heavy sigh of relief to find that Kate herself is nuts and the world cannot be the way Markson 

imaginatively conjured it to be for experiment's sake; and two, the imaginative critique offered in 

the book matches up with Wittgenstein's philosophical critique: if the map comes before the 

world, it is the map that will reveal itself as flawed. 

 Near the end of the essay, Wallace writes, "Philosophy for Wittgenstein ends up being 

"exactly and nothing more than ... 'a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means 

of language.'" (236) And the example Wallace uses to explain the point is how "locutions like 

'the flow of time' create a kind of ontological UHF-ghost, seduce us into somehow seeing time 

itself as like a river, one not just 'flowing' but doing so somehow external to us, outside the 

things & changes of which time is really just the measure." Wittgenstein in this instance, among 
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many others, is echoing much of Buddhist philosophy.  

 The specifics don't matter as much as the fact that Wallace was receptive to 

Wittgenstein's critiques and understood the trajectory of Wittgenstein's thought as going from a 

search for logical, rational explanation, a way of imposing sense on the world, to allowing the 

world to be as it is by opening up and genuflecting in front of the unsettling number of 

alternative non-logical-realities that often present themselves to the human mind, all in the guise 

of messy language games. Wallace even goes so far as reading WM as a portrait of a broken 

mind because of its "near-pathologic obsession with names" and that mind's breakdown when 

Kate can't remember certain names of towns, people, and places, so that they end up seeming 

like her possessors, instead of the other way around. At which point Wallace writes that "her 

attempts at ontology-thru-nomination are a moving synecdoche of pretty much the whole history 

of intellectual endeavor in the whitely male West." (238) What's explicit in Wallace's empathy 

for Kate's problem is his disinterest in Western philosophy for its own self-perpetuating sake. 

What's implicit in his naming the white "West" as the problem is the he's excluding Wittgenstein, 

because Wittgenstein denounced his early work himself. So syllogistically, the argument for 

Wallace becomes: solipsism and loneliness are a problem; the problem is in large part created by 

a kind of intellectual philosophizing in the West; therefore in order to find alternatives to 

solipsistic thought, I will turn to philosophers that are not-West. Of course, Wittgenstein was 

literally from the West, but as I've shown above, he's pretty much the closest the West has gotten 

to Buddhist Zen thought.51 By aligning himself so closely with Wittgenstein's later philosophy, 

                                                             
51 The Transcendentalists, for example, were inspired by works like the Bhagavad-Gita, but 
that's not quite Eastern in the way I'm implying, since it was a reaction against Buddhist 
thinking.  
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Wallace in this essay openly admits to having sought and found an alternative way of thinking 

about the world, one that he would attempt to replicate in his next work of fiction.  

 There's another aspect to the Tractatus which is not logical and positivistic and which 

argues that "Anybody who understands what I'm saying eventually recognizes that it's nonsense, 

once he's used what I'm saying––rather like steps––to climb up past what I'm saying––he must, 

that is, throw away the ladder after he's used it." (Tractatus 6.54) This of course is a paradox. If 

the Tractatus is itself nonsense pointing the reader to the non-nonsense part, then Wittgenstein 

was both right and wrong to denounce it, because it's both wrong and right at the same time. 

Wallace picks up on this incongruity of thought and writes, "This passage, like most of W, is 

only indirectly about what it's really about. It whispers & plays. It's really about the plentitude of 

emptiness, the importance of silence in terms of speech." (239) A few sentences later, the essay 

is finished.  

 Notice the pattern Wallace has by now established: all three of his first major works, 

counting this long review, end with a notion of silence! Broom of a System ends with a literal 

blank space with the obvious word that's missing being the word "word." Girl with Curious Hair 

ends in a direct address by the narrator to the reader, telling her to "listen to the silence." And 

"EP" ends in an allusion to Wittgenstein's claim that what matters is everything he hasn't said, a 

koan-esque paradox that Wallace equates as a "plentitude of emptiness." Therefore if his 

intention in writing fiction is to avoid emptiness and to help the reader do the same, in these 

three works he's repeatedly arrived at a similar model of how that might be done.  

 Wallace identified Kate's problem as an incessant need to record her thoughts, the record 

of which she felt reassured her of her own existence. But the actual effect was the inverse of the 
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intended one: the more she jabbered, the less the words "behaved." And so the medicine being 

offered by both Wallace and Wittgenstein is silence. But what exactly does that mean? 

 Language plays a huge role in establishing the boundaries of human finitude. In a western 

romanticized view, the goal would therefore be to see "behind" the language to the reality that 

lurks there. So why, then, is language a matter of intense preoccupation in Zen? "Koan 

meditation may be the most condensed and self-conscious linguistic practice ever devised in any 

culture" (p.81 Meditations) Wittgenstein himself arrived at the same answer that Dale Wright 

gives: "Rather than bracing ourselves to transcend language at the opportune moment, we may 

be better off focusing meditatively on the language of transcendence itself." And one form that 

such language takes is the language of silence.  

 Silence can be used in several ways in the Zen tradition. It can be a way of "saying" 

something, like when the Zen master arrives at his lectern and stays silent for an hour. Or it can 

be interspersed between moments of speech or at a speech's conclusion: "Speech and silence are 

one. There is no distinction between them,” advises Zen Master Huang Po. (Wright 94) 

However, given the interpretive difficulty of silence, it isn't always easy to tell when silence is a 

sign of wisdom and when it is a sign of failure. Professor Wright makes the claim that "Silence is 

indeed profound, but only when brought to the foreground and supported by a discourse that 

articulates its profundity. Lacking that, silence isn't much of anything. No on attends to 

it...Silence is considered to have the critical power to cut through all 'form' and to disrupt all talk 

that derives from conventional awareness. Only the awakened, who have entered into the 

'emptiness' and 'selflessness' of silence, can 'hear' it without fear and loss of bearing." (95-96) So 

what we need is both the ability to be silent, and the ability to provide commentary on what that 
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silence means and whether it was appropriate. Wallace and Wittgenstein offered us both.  

 And so through silence we arrive at the rhetoric of disruption, which is Zen's way of 

attempting to disorient one's relation to everything. Wallace notices in WM that Kate is 

disoriented––literally so––but it's her efforts at attempting to orient herself that continue to 

perpetuate her disorientation. She attempts to know as much as she can about her world and 

employs the use of names to do so. But in Zen, this kind of "knowing" is an inauthentic form of 

self-securing and grasping which represents human desire and craving more than it does the 

openness of things. Silence, therefore, was how Wallace conceived of the idea of opening to the 

world. As long as he or his characters knew who they were, without question, or because of the 

incessant babble of their minds, they would never be able to transcend their own subjectivity. At 

best that meant living a life of conditioned fear; at worst, well, we see that in Kate's character 

and how utterly it terrified Wallace.  

 Wallace understood Wittgenstein's "private language" argument and its subsequent 

corollary of language games and language communities, and intuited that silence, reflection, and 

writing fiction are of the same clan and can be transformative if practiced with proper intention. 

"Therefore, the link between [Wallace] and Wittgenstein and Zen has nothing to do with having 

a mind empty of thoughts. The link is that they offer us the realization that thoughts do not exist 

privately, in the sense that there are no private objects on which we can privately confer names." 

(Canfield 403) To wean oneself away from the picture of inner objects presented to an elusive 

subject is moving towards seeing the emptiness of "I" and moving toward Nirvana. Wittgenstein 

helps with this.  
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 So how does one follow Wallace's injunction that fiction ought to be a marriage of 

abstraction and lived life? This is very much the problem of Zen inquiry, which has in its 

catalogue books paradoxically called You Have to Say Something and Returning to Silence. 

Maybe, as Wallace was intuiting, what you have to say something about is silence.  

 Therefore what this dialectic really becomes for Wallace is a question of purpose. Having 

aligned himself with Wittgenstein, he was not in the writing business––after some of Broom of 

the System's intellectualizing tics having been disgorged––for the mind games. But if, as I'm 

arguing, he was in some nascent sense of alignment with Buddhism, what does Buddhism itself 

have to say about purpose?  

 Zen is an anti-scholastic tradition in the sense that it doesn't value the books or readings 

or scriptures themselves as the ends themselves. Rather they are meant to be used and seen-

through and incorporated into the fabric of one's being without themselves being the point; the 

memorization of a Master's teachings is encouraged only in as much as the student can use it as a 

tool for understanding rather than a demonstrative token of achievement. Which is why, for the 

most part, that memorization or chanting is not encouraged because of its inherent dangers to 

confuse the finger pointing at the moon for the moon itself.   

 It is important to understand therefore, as Eve Sedgwick points out, that Mahayana 

Buddhism is based on a pedagogical foundation: the enabling of others' enlightenment takes 

priority over one's own spiritual advancement. Like Plato's dialogues, the vastly more 

voluminous Buddhist sutras in fact comprise nothing but a series of dramatized scenes of 

instruction. (“Pedagogy of Buddhism” in Touching Feeling 161) So as long as the Bohisattva's 
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purpose is to help others52, she will be as much interested in pedagogy as is her student because 

they both have as much to learn: the one how to teach, the other how to be taught, and vice-

versa, with teaching here being figured as the journey and the destination.  

 In thinking about the relationship between Buddhist pedagogy and Wallace's developing 

intentionality, it is important to consider the parable of the finger pointing at the moon I used 

above. As often happens, the method of the teaching is mistaken for the teaching itself. But Eve 

Sedgewick wisely points out that in a tradition so fundamentally based on pedagogy, the finger 

and the moon are rather inseparable.53 A large part of that aspect of pedagogical entanglement   

harkens us back to Wallace's understanding of the need for a relationship with his reader, one 

that's much more palpably two-way, however theoretical, than the closed off system of 

metafiction's self-referentiality he was reacting against.  For example, if we consider "Westward" 

again but this time in a pedagogical framework, it could be argued that Wallace was teaching his 

readers to be less self-conscious, less worried about postmodern gimmicks and more open to 

earnest sincerity. But could it not likewise be argued that it was the readers themselves who were 

teaching Wallace that very same lesson? That they were capable of doing so because Wallace 

remained open to the possibility? So it is not the words but attachment to the words that is 

dangerous, which is why Wallace alludes to both silence and enacts continual disruptions of the 

                                                             
52 Before keeping to himself, more or less, in a state of ease with what is.  
53 In an alternative configuration, in which language is figured as the finger, we think that once 
we achieve the 'goal' of understanding the moon, the finger is no longer necessary and our 
understanding therefore is somehow pre or post linguistic. This is false. Meaning and 'the moon' 
cannot exist outside of language because experience and language co-arise. We must keep both 
the finger and the moon if either is going to make any sense to us. (See ZPM 66) Let's recall, too, 
that no tradition in any time or place is more aware of its language than Zen, which tells us 
something, and brings into closer connection the reason why Wittgenstein and his concentration 
on the philosophy of language is so important to understanding Wallace in Zen terms.  
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text, pointing outside the text, past the words so the words don't become themselves enchanting.

 To the contrary, a dominant strand of Pomo/metafiction only points inwardly rather than 

outwardly, becoming enchanted not with the moon but with the finger. However, the inverse of 

metafiction is the kind of moral fiction Leo Tolstoy was espousing in What is Art? in which case 

the method and skillful means of delivering the message matters little in contrast to the message's 

"moon." So once again we see Wallace attempting to achieve the middle way, one which finds 

both the pointing and the moon as interdependent.  

 Wallace's goal of marrying "abstraction and lived life" has an analogue in Stephen 

Batchelor's interpretation of Buddhism's Four Noble Truths as injunctions to action rather than 

beliefs. So instead of reading them as "Life is suffering," "The cause of suffering is craving" 

"There's a way to stop the craving" "This is the path to stop the craving," Batchelor, taking his 

cue from past Zen Masters who insist on action and decry theory, suggests that the Four Noble 

Truths implore the Buddhist practitioner to understand suffering, to let go of craving, to realize 

its cessation, to cultivate the path that allows for cessation.  

 Wallace's early fiction was his method of articulating the kind of purpose his writing 

would have. In following Wittgenstein, who him self was an inadvertent Buddhist interpreter, 

Wallace discovered a form of writing that was not entirely self-referential, nor entirely moral, but 

a pedagogical combination of the two. In reviewing WM as a book that showed readers the trap 

and implicit escape from solipsism, Wallace effectively set himself to be a writer who was 

leaving pure aesthetics and abstract philosophy behind in favor of the much murkier realm of 

ethics and morality. And this is a charge that Wallace readily admitted: "But anyway, one of the 

things I was doing in Girl was to write a very traditionally moral book. (Burn 18); I'm the only 
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‘postmodernist’ you'll ever meet who absolutely worships Leo Tolstoy." What Wallace didn't 

realize was how much closer he was to the Buddhist model than Tolstoy's Christian one. What 

does it mean to be a postmodernist who worships the Morality present in Leo Tolstoy? What 

does this Middle Way of Buddhist morality look like, from Wallace's vantage? 

 

Defining Morality  

 "One of the things that putatively so tortured Wittgenstein in the twenty years between 

the Tractatus and the Investigations was that a logically atomistic metaphysics admits exactly 

nothing of ethics or moral value or questions about what it is to be human." ("EP") But if 

solipsism can be disproved––as Wittgenstein did, in Wallace's eyes, via the "private language" 

argument enacted in WM––then Morality becomes, by definition, an issue.  

 Wallace himself attempted to define what "morality" meant over the course of his life's 

work, but he was always uneasy with its broad generalized definition and attempted to 

complicate its jurisdiction:  

Where morality is seen as purely about what we owe to others, 
what we are required to do and what we are forbidden to do, then it 
is natural to say that questions about the directon of attention do 
not fall within the domain of morality. A wider conception of 
morality, of whom the standard-bearer is Aristotle, sees no sharp 
moral/non-moral distinction, but instead is concerned about how 
we can live in a way that allows us to flourish as a whole people; 
this includes, but is by no means exhausted by, our actions that 
affect others. If we accept this wider conception of the domain of 
moral concern, questions about attention and conceptualization of 
situations will be seen as having moral relevance. (Consider David 
Foster Wallace 210)  
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 While Wallace is not trying to point to some particular moral fact or set of moral 

procedures, he is pointing to some intrinsic requirements of morality in general. The most 

conspicuous term, however, is "attention" and the argument that where we focus it is itself a 

moral act. So here again we see that Wallace is conceiving Morality in a mode similar to Stephen 

Batchelor's reading of the Four Noble Truths, as action and active participation in the very act of 

defining what it means. Which is also another instance of the Buddhist combination of finger and 

moon working in tandem. In this larger ethical mode, it therefore matters what kind of writer he 

is or intends to become because he understands his work to be influential on his own life as well 

as the lives of others.  

 Wallace is also making an implicit differentiation between "morality" and "ethics." Ethics 

are defined as the overall discipline of self-cultivation and quest for human excellence; in 

Buddhist terms this is long-form for "Enlightenment." Morality differentiates itself from ethics in 

terms of scope; namely, morality is one dimension of the ethical quest, and it has to do with the 

way I ought to treat others. So by invoking the skill of attention, Wallace is expanding his 

concern from "mere" morality toward a morality that is governed by a more encompassing 

ethical pursuit that includes ways of treating oneself as well as others. This expanded conception 

is likewise a link to Mahayana Buddhism which is called the "greater vehicle" because the 

concern of its practitioners is, in Wallace's words "flourishing as a whole people" rather than just 

individually.  

 As seen from the above quote, Wallace is also interested in avoiding morality as a form 

of bondage that is overwrought and shackles the practitioner into dos and don'ts that 

fundamentally distort the nature of the moral agent's actions from benevolent to self-centered and 
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self-interested.  

 Given Wallace's interest in morality, it makes sense to point out that having the capacity 

and interest in morality is the starting point of the Buddhist path. That's because what becomes of 

a person is based on the qualities of actions undertaken and makes moral decision making central 

to Buddhist practice. (Wright, Six Perfections 57) 

 Commensurately, one of the first and most common reasons that spurs people onto the 

Buddhist path is the intuition that whatever the external world of material objects and people has 

to offer is never going to be enough to quench their gnawing sense of emptiness.  Wallace 

defines this as a form of terror:  

The job that we're here to do is to learn how to live in a way that 
we're not terrified all the time. Well, for me, as an American male, 
the face I'd put on the terror is the dawning realization that 
nothing's enough, you know? That no pleasure is enough, that no 
achievement is enough. That there's a kind of queer dissatisfaction 
or emptiness at the core of the self that is unassuageable by outside 
stuff. And my guess is that that's been what's going on, ever since 
people were hitting each other over the head with clubs Though 
describable in a number of different words and cultural argots. And 
that our particular challenge is that there's never been more and 
better stuff comin' from the outside, that seems temporarily to fill 
the hole or drown out the hole. (Lipsky interview/ Legacy 116)  

  

 The young David Foster Wallace, in his early work, set himself up to be deeply 

concerned with ethics and morality, which are integral to a spiritual enterprise like Buddhism (as 

well as other religions). He also sensed that his culture's attempts to deal with life's 

dissatisfactions were inadequate to the problem and articulates it by saying there's an "emptiness 

at the core of the self that is unassuageable by outside stuff." "Emptiness" is shorthand for the 



 

  151 

three fundamental principles of Buddhism––"no-self," "co-arising," and "impermanence." The 

way Wallace uses it here, however, is in the western nihilistic sense of a void. This formulation 

of "emptiness" in the non-Buddhist sense is the result of his conceiving of a "self" of which there 

can be a "core," as he does here.54 So in these explicit terms, Wallace is far from a Buddhist 

understanding of reality. But we learn from doing and experience, not from mere reading, as the 

Zen tradition continuously reminds us. And Infinite Jest is the work through which Wallace 

would enlarge his conception of emptiness in a way that moved way beyond mere coincidental 

alignment with the Buddhist version of the word.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
54 "The ineluctable trace of nothingness in my fictitious (because not really self-existing) sense-
of-self is experienced as a sense of lack; in reaction, the sense-of-self becomes preoccupied with 
trying to make itself self-existing." (Loy, “Indra's Postmodern Net” 487) 
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Chapter 5: Mario Incandenza and the Zen Rhetoric of Infinite Jest 

Heidegger was reading one of D.T. Suzuki's books: "If I understand this man 
correctly, Heidegger remarked, 'this is what I have been trying to say in all my 
writings." Heidegger, if not a philosopher, is still a "thinker," which the Zen 
student is not. I think that both affirm a paradox that might be called "the thinking 
of no-thinking." But they emphasize different aspects of it. The meditative 
traditions emphasize the no-thinking, Heidegger the thinking. In meditation, one 
is concerned to dwell in the silent, empty source from which thoughts spring; as 
thoughts arise, one ignores them and lets them go. Heidegger is interested in the 
thoughts arising from that source––although not stopping with any particular 
thoughts by freezing them into a system, but staying in the "draft of thinking" 
itself. (Nonduality 175)  
 

All the argument and all the wisdom is not in the encyclopedia  

       ~Emerson "Circles"  
 

Suffering in Infinite Jest 

 Structurally, Infinite Jest has no crux because it's cyclical. Or in its own terms, it's 

annular. It doesn't really end and there's also no real hero: Hal, who seems like he's the hero in 

the book's first half, turns out to be disintegrating á la Slothrop in Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow. 

Don Gately, meanwhile, is a strange hybrid, a ne'er do well-turned-hero, who gains in narrative 

stature as his redemption narrative amasses in detail; but even though Gately is the character who 

undergoes the greatest transformation, Wallace nonetheless ends the novel with Gately waking 

up on a cold beach after an epic drug binge, somewhat comically and very much tragically 

undercutting whatever notion of "hero" we might have built up. With hundreds of secondary and 

tertiary characters spliced throughout the narrative, who matters and who doesn't is never a sure 

thing, from the reader's perspective. The logical corollary would be to say that when it is hard to 
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tell who matters, everybody matters, no matter how small the character seems initially. This 

democratic anti-heroic structure is one of the most important consequences of Infinite Jest’s 

spliced up narrative.   

 Despite this lack of a classical center, Mario Incandenza feels55 like the heart of Infinite 

Jest. That's because it is a book very much about pain and suffering, and Mario is the character 

through whom Wallace gropes at some way out of the raw and brutal forms of suffering we 

encounter. It's not an accident that Mario lurches, and falls over and is the opposite of a straight 

shot or gifted tennis player. It's as though Wallace used Mario as a metaphor for his own sloppy 

process of finding alternatives to the pain everywhere around him.  

 Let me amend my statement above. Infinite Jest is unapologetically and incessantly 

concerned with suffering. It is not much of an exaggeration to call it an encyclopedia of 

suffering. Were I to list the ways in which its characters suffer I'd need to write an extra fifty 

pages. But between Hal's fear of having lost his sense of Self and his commensurate flip-out, to 

Gately's closing drug binge, to iron spikes being driven through victims' eyes, to horrific scenes 

of animal torture and detailed descriptions of severe depression, addiction, and loneliness, 

"Suffering" is one of the easy answers someone can give when asked what Infinite Jest is about.  

 The obvious correlation with Buddhism is the first noble truth. One classical and 

mythologizing way of transcribing the first noble truth is "Life is suffering." According to 

Stephen Batchelor, a more modern interpretation and one that is in greater accord with the 

Buddha's proactive earthy pedagogy, is to turn the first noble truth away from its dogmatic 
                                                             
55 A deliberate pun, here, because it's so apt in its description of Mario's character. He's also 
the book's smallest character, in the literal sense of the word, but largest in terms of the heart's 
openness.  
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declaration and to turn it into a noble task. As such the first Noble Truth becomes "The task is to 

fully know––on the basis of a penetrating, firsthand examination of one’s own experience of 

suffering––the nature of suffering as an unavoidable aspect of life’s being interdependent, co-

conditioned, and impermanent" (Confessions of a Buddhist Atheist). Infinite Jest is a great source 

of this penetrating firsthand examination of suffering.  

 The second historical-mythological Noble Truth is "Craving is the cause of Suffering" 

which can be transcribed to its task-like phrasing as "To the degree that we know firsthand the 

truth about suffering, the natural effect of this will be our letting go of clinging and craving (i.e., 

a letting go of our demand for the world to permanently please us when and where we require 

it)." Noble Truth Three becomes "The natural effect of a letting go of craving will be that we will 

experience brief periods of time in which craving ceases altogether." And the Fourth Task 

translated becomes "The natural effect of this experience will be our cultivation of a new way of 

life grounded in and appropriate to the truth of suffering. This new path of life is characterized 

by eight appropriate practices (i.e., the eightfold path)." 

 With a book that's as preoccupied with suffering as Infinite Jest is, what purpose does 

Mario serve in its labyrinth of pain?  

 

Mario Incandenza 

 In order to answer this question, we need to conjure Mario in our imagination because 

Wallace goes of out his way to depict Mario in exact(ing) and often clinical terms. As with all 

characters in Infinite Jest, we learn about Mario in bits and pieces, here and there, amassing and 



 

  155 

joining the clues together as we go. But considering how often and consistently Mario shows up 

throughout the narrative, and the depth of the description we receive about him, in pure 

quantitative terms, it is clear that Wallace wanted Mario to be a pervading presence for the 

duration of the novel (Some characters show up once or twice here and there and never again. 

Other major characters like Hal and Gately are present throughout, but there's a clear shift of 

focus from Hal to Gately as the book progresses, creating a quantitative imbalance). Mario, 

however, shows up quite early––page 32–– and is likewise featured in the third from last episode 

in the book on page 971. Though he only has a few sections that are dedicated explicitly to him 

and about him in the book's narrative, he's often present in conversations with other characters 

throughout the entire novel in fairly even intervals. So without being a major character in terms 

of sheer volume, he's nonetheless present regularly from start to finish.  

 More importantly, Mario is present in his absence. This I think is one of his feature roles 

in Infinite Jest: when he's not in the scene, the pain and suffering that is IJ’s bread and butter 

take precedence and there's nothing to help alleviate it. So in no uncertain terms, we can feel 

Mario act as a reprieve from suffering and misery and are coerced to ask just how exactly does 

he accomplish this? Mario is especially intriguing in this regard because the obvious and great 

irony in his character is that he himself is a (barely) walking compendium of what most people 

would consider unmitigated suffering.  

 Consider that Mario's birth was "a surprise," (312) a biographical fact that contains dual 

and opposed meanings. A premature birth is a bona-fide medical emergency and to call it a 

"surprise" is a gentle and euphemistic way of describing the severity of an extreme situation that 

was a mortal threat to both Mario and Avril, his mother; but there's also the implication of 
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spontaneity and the miraculous, both good things. So we see in Mario his ability to transform the 

terrifying into something much more gentle just by being; he's a surprise in every sense of the 

word.  

 Mario's birth is later described by the narrator in animalistic terms: "He had to be more or 

less scraped out like the meat of an oyster from a womb to whose sides he'd been found 

spiderishly clinging, tiny and unobtrusive, attached by cords of sinew at both feet and a hand, the 

other fist stuck to his face by the same material." The footnote that follows tells us that this 

sinewy stuff "is described by the OB-GYN specialist in his DictaChart56 as 'neural gray.' (1022) 

So instead of words like "child" and "baby" and "human" we read "oyster", "spiderishly" and 

"neural gray." It's clear that Wallace wants us to conceive of Mario as somehow "Other" and 

metaphorically inhuman. This Otherness is made explicit elsewhere when the narrator states that 

"Hal's next-oldest brother Mario doesn't seem to resemble much of any-one they know." (101) 

The tongue-in-cheek genealogy is obviously a humorous understatement.  

 Infinite Jest is a book that concerns itself with lineage, to which end we see Hal's father 

Jim Incandenza receiving tennis instruction from his own father, James Incandenza Sr. And of 

course we see how the tennis "gene" is passed down over the course of the generations down to 

Hal and Orin. What's curious about Mario is that he's named after James Sr.'s father Mario 

Incandenza––Hal and Mario's great grandfather––a character who does not play a role in the 

                                                             
56 The abundance of clinical terminology throughout IJ does not make an exception for Mario. 
Everything in the book is susceptible to being seen from science's objective lens, and Mario is no 
exception. This is important, I think, because Wallace doesn't want to turn Mario into some kind 
of Holy Miracle who cures others magically because he is himself  somehow magical. Being 
labeled as a category in some doctor's DictaChart takes some of Mario's exceptionality off the 
table.  
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book other than to give Mario his name. So as far as the book's narrative is concerned, Mario 

shares few resemblances to the rest of the family, but is very much part of their historical 

lineage. He's different in all sorts of ways, as Wallace himself might say, and yet we can argue 

that he's closer to the genealogical tree than Hal and Orin are, neither of whom were named after 

a paternal grandfather. So this is another example of Mario's bifurcated existence as Other and 

Family.  

 Wallace further counterposes Mario's Otherness by making Mario the middle child of the 

three Incandenza boys. I hope I'm not taking too big a literary license to suggest that by being the 

middle child, Mario is an expression of balance that the other two Incandenza boys lack. To wit, 

Orin, the oldest is obsessively concerned with exteriority and objectification of others; Hal, the 

youngest, is recoiling inwardly to the point of numbness and inability to respond emotionally to 

others. So between a reductive externalization and internalization, we have Mario who has no 

shortage of external issues but balances them with an inner source of, what? Strength? Heart? 

Wallace isn't sure what to call it, but my point here is that the middle way of Buddhist 

philosophy is implied biographically by Mario's middle position in the Incandenza family tree.  

 More importantly, Mario's biographical "middle" position serves as the foundation of 

balance between neither indulging (via desire) nor rejecting (via aversion) the world. Whereas 

Infinite Jest's plot-lines swing frequently between characters who are suffering because they 

desire something excessively––addicts––and characters who are suffering because they are 

rejecting some parts of the world or themselves, characters who are often figured as severely 

depressed or, like Joelle, who wear veils to mask themselves as a literal and figurative way of 

keeping the world away, Mario is deliberately shown to be incapable of either of these modes of 
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suffering.  

 In the episode in which U.S.S. Millicent Kent––a military sounding name that's just right 

for the kind of torpedo sexuality she exudes––tries to seduce Mario, and "it's true that the sounds 

of Mario sucking air out of a severely leftward-contorted mouth could have been interpretable as 

the heavy breathing of sexual stimulation," (125) but the episode ends with Wallace comically 

undercutting that possibility when Kent attempts to fondle Mario, who, in response, "became so 

ticklish that he began to double up... and laughing out loud in such a distinctive high-pitched way 

that Hal had no trouble beelining right upon them." (126) It's essential to note that Mario is not a 

prude and is not asexual; he was having fun, and wasn't stopping the escapade. Rather, Wallace 

makes clear that Mario is someone who is more seduced by the idea of fun and play, figured by 

the childish tickling and high-pitched squealing, than he is by desire. In this manner, Mario––

whose constant smile (another "deformity”) is described by Wallace as "orgasmic"––avoids 

desire not through prudish aversion but by his child-like response to what others find serious and 

addicting.  

 One of Mario's abnormalities, in a long, long list of them, is that he was involuntarily 

incontinent until his early teens and needed his family's help in changing and cleaning himself. 

Imagine how traumatic these kinds of shameful experiences would feel to a normal person. But 

Wallace makes a sweet joke here, calling his incontinence, among other defects, one of Mario's 

"life-long character building challenges." (313) Common sense suggests that Mario is just 

different and doesn't see and react to the world as others do. But the narrator implies that because 

Mario has always had these issues, his physical and shame-inducing difficulties have been used 

by him to develop his character in a way that resolved his feelings of inadequacy and 
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consequently rid him of the ability to feel aversion. While the narrator's comment is certainly 

breezy and consistent with Wallace's method of balancing dark subject matter with humor and 

levity, the Buddhist reading I'm offering insists that seeing through desire and aversion is not an 

intrinsic character trait but one that has to be developed through repeated practice, the 

opportunity for which Mario is never short on. In one of Hal's most tender moments, he intuits 

this raw openness as one of Mario's best features (rather than deformities) and feels the need to 

protect it:  

But in the Year of Dairy Products From the American Heartland it 
was Hal [...] who, when the veiled legate from the Union of the 
Hideously and Improbably Deformed showed up at the E.T.A. 
driveway's portcullis to discuss with Mario issues of blind 
inclusion v. visual estrangement, of the openness of concealment 
the veil might afford him, it was Hal, even as Mario laughed and 
half-bowed, it was Hal, brandishing his Dunlop stick, who told the 
guy to go peddle his linen someplace else. (317) 

 
 The extent of Mario's deformity is not a secondary feature of his character; Wallace could 

have easily called him a dwarf and left Mario as a tip of the cap toward the book's extended 

metaphor of environmental toxicity and its consequences ––but instead, anytime Mario is 

mentioned we receive more and more details about the ways in which he is physically "other" 

than normal.  

 So imagine: He has an oversized head and an elf-sized body. His skin is a "khaki-colored 

odd dead gray-green." His eyes bulge––"good and gently brown eyes, if a bit large and 

protrusive to qualify as conventionally human eyes"–– and his hair is wispy thin so we can 

imagine it looking uncombed and easy prey to the wind, a reminder that Mario and his 

environment are not easily separated (on which more later). His hands are like claws and his feet 
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are shaped like literal squares, "good for kicking knob-fumbled doors open with but too short to 

be conventionally employed as feet: together with the lordosis in his lower spine, they force 

Mario to move in the sort of lurchy half-stumble of a vaudeville inebriate, body tilted way 

forward as if into a wind, right on the edge of pitching face-first onto the ground." He is 

"leptosomatic" and therefore frail. In the narrative of her interactions with the Incandenzas, 

Joelle "decided he looked like a cross between a puppet and one of the big-headed carnivores 

from Spielberg's old special-effects orgies about reptiles." (745) 

 There's more. He walks with a 40 degree forward lean and therefore needs a prop to stand 

upright; so he walks everywhere with a velcro vest to which is attached a police lock and some 

kind of propping device which needs to be put in place if Mario wishes to stand still without 

keeling over.  

 Wallace is too generous and empathetic an author57 to merely take some kind of sick 

pleasure in creating such a central but disabled character,58 so what is the purpose of Mario's 

excessive abnormalities? One reason seems to be Wallace's intention to turn Mario into a symbol 

that is trans-human. As in, not human or even animal, at all––hence the allusion to Spielberg's 

mythical dinosaurs––but a kind of presence that merely resides in a human body for the narrative 

purposes of cohabiting with other humans and acting as a foil. Without outright claiming with 

certainty what that force is, it seems like Mario comes closest to being an embodiment of 

spirituality. Whether we can also call that force an embodiment of religion and Wallace's 

                                                             
57 Meaning generosity and empathy are salient features of his work.  
58 And besides, there are plenty of those already in the rest of the narrative, which is why the 
attention to Mario and the ways in which he is a striking contrast to the book's other characters is 
so important to consider.  
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developing religious thinking is a good question indeed and a reason why Buddhism seems like 

the most appropriate stand-in, since it can exist as both a philosophy and a religion.59 

 

Refraction 

 But the question of excess with regard to Mario's deformities remains. Heather Houser, in 

her chapter on Eco-Sickness in David Foster Wallace, thinks about this very question and 

suggests that the laundry list of disabilities makes Mario "the most emotionally open character in 

Infinite Jest." I agree, but not for the same reason.  

 One of the most curious aspects of Mario's character is his mental capacity, the 

description of which Wallace takes nearly as much pain and exactitude with as he does with 

Mario's physical deformities. The common sense reading, and the one Houser gives explicitly, is 

that he has "mild cognitive retardation." And yet, Wallace writes that Mario might be a lot of 

things "but [he is] not, verifiably not, retarded or cognitively damaged or bradyphrenic, more like 

refracted, almost." (314) In a book as encyclopedic as Infinite Jest, it seems like poor form to 

make too much out of any one detail, but am I wrong in finding Wallace's italicized and repeated 

negation of the common-sense view against reading Mario as cognitively retarded a highly 

significant point of emphasis? The word Wallace uses to characterize Mario is "refracted," which 

extends metaphorically into his being "ever so slightly epistemically bent, a pole poked into 

mental water and just a little off and just taking a little bit longer" (314). It's clear why the 

common sense view is easily invoked: to be retarded means essentially to take a little bit longer. 

                                                             
59 Or neither.  
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But not all who "take a little bit longer" are retarded. Like, say, Buddhist practitioners, whose 

core practice often revolves around doing things slowly and mindfully so as to be fully aware of 

their mind drifting from the task at hand. The practice of walking meditation, known as kinhin, is 

the name for the space during longer meditation sessions when Buddhists walk between their 

sessions of sitting meditation. But the pace of the walk is extremely slow, forcing the mind to 

recognize that the destination is pretty much irrelevant and that it's the footsteps themselves that 

matter.   

 The image of the pole poked in water is likewise "just a little off" but doesn't imply that 

the pole is broken. What's being acknowledged instead is a relative property of light and the 

variable factors that affect our perception. So when Wallace insists emphatically that Mario is 

not retarded in the common parlance of the term, we need to find an alternative conceptual 

framework that fits his characteristics without being reductive.   

 Heather Houser concludes her analysis of Mario by writing that: 

The conditions that enable Mario's affective encounters limit their 
applicability to most others. That is to say that, in Infinite Jest, 
physical disability is the condition of possibility for these affective 
strolls, and while most characters in the novel are psychologically 
'damaged,' few others can walk in Mario's shoes. Mario then does 
not provide a universal template for engaging others; his case is 
somatically specific. (Houser, “Eco-Sickness” 35) 
 

 This claim is plausible and makes sense in light of Houser's argument for disgust as an 

emotion that helps readers avoid their own apathy to environmental sickness. And Mario, 

because he is so abnormal, physically, is "privileged" in his ability to affectively engage others 

because he has a rare amount of disgust-inducing properties.  
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 I'd like to offer another reading which is not a rebuttal but an alternative. "Few others can 

walk in Mario's shoes," it's true, if taken literally. But the reason Mario is the most emotionally 

open and affective character in the novel is not because of his physical disability as the necessary 

condition for being emotionally open, but rather because of Mario's "refracted" cognitive 

understanding of his "somatically specific" body, an understanding that transforms his disability 

into a quasi-miraculous non-issue.  

 Wallace's narrator points readers toward Mario's cognitive functioning in the sphere of 

his physical handicap, when he explains how doctors labeled many of Mario's deficiencies with 

the medical root "brady," meaning slow: "Himself and the Moms got plenty familiar with these 

sorts of congenital-challenge terms and many more, re Mario...and especially bradyknesia, an 

almost gerontologic lentissimo about most of Mario's movements, an exaggerated slowness that 

both resembles and permits extremely slow attention to whatever's being done." (Endnote 115, 

p.1022) My argument therefore isn't that Mario's body, itself, is the cause of his openness and 

generosity, but that it "permitted" him the opportunity to engage in "extremely slow attention" to 

everything. Mario, in other words, has been practicing Buddhist mindfulness his entire life, an 

ironic privilege at worst, a spiritually redeeming one at best. Contrast Mario's attentiveness with 

lots of other characters who are apathetic and detached from their bodies––Hal can't feel his face 

in the eschaton episode; Joelle can't feel her arms (240), etc.  

 Other characters in the novel, too, have grotesque deformities. But usually they become a 

source of obsession rather than a portal of relief. For example, "16'B's Anton Doucette been 

driven to Lyle he says by an increasing self-consciousness about the big round dark raised mole 

on his upper-upper lip, just under his left nostril. It's only a mole but it looks dire, nasally.... 
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Doucette lately wishes either the mole were gone or he were gone [....] Lyle sends Anton 

Doucette packing off with directions to come on back with Mario Incandenza [....] Mario gets a 

fair number of aesthetic-self-consciousness referrals from Lyle." (390) Disfigurement and 

disgust might be a necessary condition for the kind of emotional openness Mario exudes in 

spades, but it isn't sufficient.  

 Therefore the clinical exactness of Mario's disfigured body is a red herring because the 

excesses don't stop. And it's the fact that the list of deformation is deliberately expanding, at least 

as far as its narrative presentation goes, that complicates Mario's body as a solution or 

prerequisite for an enlightened personality, if that's what Mario is. Wallace's narrator underscores 

this cancerous ever-expansion of Mario's imperfections by humorously writing in one of the 

endnotes "... overshot the place to mention that Mario's head –– in perverse contradistinction to 

the arm-trouble –– is hyperauxetic, and two to three times the size of your more average elf-to–

jockey-sized head and faces"  (bold emphasis mine). So whereas Houser seems to say that what 

makes Mario uniquely affective is his physical body and that "few others can walk in Mario's 

shoes," I'm amending that claim and suggest that Mario's body represents an infinity of infirmity 

and underscores not Mario's uniqueness, but rather his universality, in much the same way a 

medical dictionary is less "unique" than it is "widely applicable." In other words, Mario is 

acutely cognizant of his body not only because he attends to everything with deliberate 

awareness and attention, but because he has no place else to escape: everything about Mario is 

dysfunctional from a physiological perspective. The rest of us, like Anton Doucette, complain 

about our moles because we are deceived into thinking the rest of our bodies are infallible and 

immortal. The key difference between Mario and the rest of us, therefore, is not so much that 
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Mario is different from us physically––I could even argue that we're all mortal, so in the end, we 

all walk slowly and lean toward the ground, lose our hair, have horrible teeth and fall over–– but 

because he's been taught to pay slow and deliberate attention to everything as it is, rather than 

fantasizing narcissistically about how things ought to be. The position of no-escape is enforced 

by the excess of Mario's problems which, as I've already mentioned, is seemingly endless and 

ever-growing.  

 Wallace writes, again: "...also overshot the spot to include that Mario's a homodont: all 

his teeth are bicuspids and identical, front and back, not unlike a porpoise." (1022) So if you 

actually envision Mario, he is a terrifying creature and we are supposed to find him repulsive. 

But we don't; there are likewise very few characters in the novel who react to Mario with 

repulsion. At worst he's treated as a curiosity. But most often he is utterly beloved by everyone 

and this in a book in which other forms of disgust are, in fact, highly effective in shattering the 

veils of postmodern apathy and indifference and channeled into some kind of grotesque strategy 

of avoidance and revulsion.  

 In fact, Mario's main function in the tennis academy is "filmic." In part because his claw-

like hands can't operate a camera without trouble, he wears a camera on his large head and uses a 

foot-treadle to activate the camera. As far as bifurcation goes, Wallace isn't too subtle in how he 

essentially turns Mario into a living, walking camera whose communal function is to record 

footage of ETA's players, "The reason being it's a lot easier to fix something if you can see it." 

(55) With his body turned into a camera, "Mario's earliest pieces of digital juvenilia are 

marred/enhanced by this palsied, pointing-every-which-way quality of like home movies shot at 

a dead run." (315) So whatever Mario is looking at is what gets recorded on film and early on in 
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his "filmic" existence, Mario was undisciplined and scatter-headed. But as with his body, so too 

with the camera: he learns how to look attentively and often goes around filming "quotidian 

events" so that others, too, could see themselves as they are. Coupled with his "extremely 

sensitive ears" and having slower reaction times to most things, Mario is an embodiment of 

mindful, nonjudgmental awareness, pretty much all essential trademarks of Buddhist practice.  

 It is clear that Mario elicits a tremendous amount of tenderness from just about everyone 

and this lack of disgust toward him can only be explained as a combination of his deformity 

coupled with his equanimity, qualities that are magnified by his function as an objective filmic 

presence. Sometimes, however, Mario's calm is itself unnerving, which is not much different 

from a common Zen Master's tactic. For example, LaMont Chu, gets frustrated at Mario's 

seeming inability to stop being a human camera, suggesting to Mario that talking to him is like 

"trying to talk to a rock, sometimes." (759) Hal, too, erupts when all he gets back from Mario is 

his constant smile:  

Be a fucking human being for once, boo. I room with you and I hid 
it from you and let you worry and be hurt that I was trying to hide 
it[...]You can get hurt and mad at people, Boo. News-flash at 
almost fucking nineteen, kid. It's called being a person. You can 
get mad at somebody and it doesn't mean they'll go away. You 
don't have to put on a Moms-act of total trust and forgiveness. One 
liar's enough[...]Jesus it's like talking to a big poster of some smily-
faced guy. Are you in there? 784  

 
 And just like the Zen Master's purpose with his student is to help the student see himself 

more clearly without judgement, here Hal voices the very complaint against Mario that is in 

reality Hal's own worries about himself being refracted onto Mario so that Hal could see himself 

more clearly.  
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 Mario has every right to be a cynic and a skeptic but instead he's the antidote to those 

life-deadening characteristics. By retaining a "beginner's mind," to quote Zen Master Shunryu 

Suzuki, Mario walks a fine, precarious line between being naive in a childish way and being 

child-like in a way that's essential to the openness he emblematizes.  

 On one hand, Mario exhibits an inverse relationship between verbal acuity and emotional 

honesty. Zen texts share this trait in as much as they deliberately call attention to themselves as 

texts, but never privilege the words themselves as a teleological end. Mario, who is always 

asking Hal to remember to use easy words when talking to him, is reminding us that words, 

especially fancy ones, are not how we move toward a more open relationship with others and 

with life. Instead of relying on words, I've demonstrated how Mario has been forced to merely 

pay attention to everything his entire life. Which is how he's attained this level of balance that is 

beyond what a child is capable while in fact remaining child-like, very similar to John Dewey's 

sentiment that "we cannot achieve recovery of primitive naiveté. But there is attainable a 

cultivated naiveté of eye, ear and thought, one that can be acquired only through the discipline of 

severe thought." (John Dewey, Experience and Philosophical Nature 37)  

 In the section where we first meet Mario, he is talking to Hal, who is trying to sleep. 

Mario objects to Hal's condescending request to close his eyes and "think fuzzy thoughts." (40) 

"You think I think fuzzy thoughts all the time," replies Mario, the implication being that it's easy 

to mistake Mario's cognitive abilities as one-geared and slow, whereas they seem to be working 

on a level beyond that of a sophisticated linguist––not better than, but merely beyond, in much 

the same way Zen suggests that ultimate truth can't be improved upon by fancy talk.  

 Then there's also the question of Mario's outright gullibility. For example, when Pemulis 
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uses sophisticated math to expose a magic trick as nothing but "a cheap parlor-trick-exploitation 

of certain basic features of continuous functions," Mario ignores the revelation, "preferring to see 

the [trick] as plain magic." Does Mario actually "prefer" to see it that way or is he cognitively 

unable to see the complicated math's exposé? As with all the greatest works of literature, the 

ambivalence is intentional, but at the very least Wallace gives us the space in which to believe 

that Mario is a kind of hybrid of knowingness and gullibility. This same issue comes up in a later 

conversation in which Hal opines: "Maybe it just doesn't occur to you. Even the possibility. 

Maybe it's never once struck you that something's being fabricated, mirepresented, skewed. 

Hidden... and maybe that's the key. Maybe then whatever's said to you is so completely believed 

by you that, what, it becomes sort of true in transit. Flies through the air toward you and reverses 

its spin and hits you true, however mendaciously it comes off the other person's stick." (772)  

 The common-sense real-world reading is that Mario is naive and gullible. But the passage 

implies a physics in which the fact of observation changes the reality of the object being 

observed. So Mario's valence has some kind of actual truthful effect on whatever comes into his 

orbit, whether or not it was "true" to begin with. Rhetorical spin and manipulative advertising 

and snarky irony are Wallace's bread-and-butter themes, and they've been written about and 

thought about copiously. But here, in and through Mario, Wallace is entertaining the possibility, 

that unlike the claim made by John McCain during his political campaign, there exists a 

phenomenon that can process whatever comes its way without adding to its spin and, moreover, 

reversing it.  

 In Buddhist practice, this is what sitting zazen is all about. As a practitioner, you're not 

asked to deny or suppress thoughts or emotions, no matter how crazy or joyful. Rather, the 
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objective is to cultivate the capacity to merely sit with whatever it is that's coming up in your 

mind's spin zone. Do that long enough––meaning over a lifetime––and thoughts no longer spin 

as much and no longer retain their power to trick you into believing them. This form of 

awareness is way beyond naive gullibility and is in fact the road to compassion.  

 Because for all its usefulness in creating a critical distance from our inherited grand 

narratives, postmodernism never quite makes it past deconstruction and into a construction of 

positive values. Wallace himself was much better at deconstruction and etiology, but here, in 

Mario's character, he's offering the possibility of hope––however gooey and deformed––that the 

endpoint of openness and a letting go of defensive gestures is compassion.  

 The weird thing about compassion is that it can't be practiced; you either have it or you 

don't. It's more like a byproduct of other stuff you can control, however. In Mario's case, maybe 

because the entirety of his being is spent in a form of meditative awareness––he's a born listener, 

as Wallace tells us––he's likewise naturally compassionate. For example, when listening to his 

favorite radio show in Avril's office, "Avril never actually asks Mario to keep it down; he does it 

out of unspoken consideration for her thing about sound." Or during the Eric Clipperton 

scenario, in which Clipperton wins every match he plays because he threatens to kill himself on-

court if anyone ever beats him, Mario "at any rate at least treats Clipperton like he exists, 

whereas by late July everybody else's attitude toward Clipperton resembled that kind of stiffly 

conspicuous nonrecognition that e.g. accompanies farts at formal functions." (410) And as a last 

example, one with which Wallace nearly concludes the book (it takes place in the third to last 

episode of the book), Mario has extended "his clawlike hand and touched and heartily shaken 

Loach's own fuliginous hand, which led through a convoluted but kind of heartwarming and 
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faith-reaffirming series of circumstances to B. Loach." (971) Compassion, of course, isn't 

specific to Buddhism, but it is the fruit of Buddhist practice. If, as I've argued, Mario is an 

emblematic Buddhist practitioner, it would have been an incomplete picture if Wallace neglected 

to demonstrate the fruits of the practice. Mario, whatever his combination of 

naiveté/enlightenment, is the book's heart of compassion.  

 There are many other qualities about Mario that strike me as spiritual, if not necessarily 

Buddhist. But put them all together and the Buddhist reading seems to make the most sense. For 

example, conversations with Mario often tend toward silence that allows characters the space to 

be more considered and less reactive. On page 40, for example, Mario and Hal are talking and 

Wallace inserts two sets of ellipses to signify a pause in the conversation, which, as far as 

fictional convention goes, is unusual but here entirely apropos with regard to Mario's habits of 

thought and the way they tend to influence the people around him. Likewise, we also learn that 

Mario and his father used to spend a lot of time together on film shoots, with Mario being cited 

as the only person that had such unprecedented access to the now-deceased genius auteur and 

maker of the film "Infinite Jest"; according to Joelle,  "Jim said he suspected he and Mario were 

so easy with each other only because the boy had been too damaged and arrested even to speak 

to until he was six, so that both he and Jim had got a chance to become comfortable in mutual 

silence." (743)  

 In as much as Buddhism can be said to have an objective, it is to realize––meaning, come 

to understand experientially––that our sense of self is literally a sense, and a misguided and 

deluded one. In the classical Buddhist cannon this understanding is called an-atman, or realizing 

there is no-self. In modern psychological terms, we call this ego, or an-atman, having no-ego. 
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This understanding is the goal of practice because if you have no sense of a separate self existing 

from the rest of the universe, then it's a lot easier to treat others as you would treat yourself 

because you realize that from the big-picture perspective, others are, in fact, yourself; 

consequently, a compassionate existence becomes a natural mode of being because to act any 

other way would be highly illogical, i.e. nobody goes around punching themselves in the face or 

robbing their own television sets.  

 It is not hard to differentiate egoic figures from non-egoic ones, but Wallace nonetheless 

highlights Mario's ego-less existence by underscoring how it manifests itself in a lack of self-

consciousness. This is in some ways a key to Buddhist understanding: it is not that Mario is 

unconscious, it's just that he's not self-conscious because it seems as though he never perceives a 

sense of Self of which to be conscious. For example, "Mario will be the only one of the 

Icandenza children not wildly successful as a professional athlete. No one who knows Mario 

could imagine that this fact would ever even occur to him." Or this example, when Mario "hit the 

unsheltered area streets daily at a very slow pace, a halting constitutional, sometimes w/ head-

mounted Bolex and sometimes not, and took citizens' kindness and cruelty the same way, with a 

kind of extra-inclined half-bow that mocked his own canted posture without pity or cringe." 

Even after Mario's big yearly moment at ETA before his film gets shown during Interdependence 

Day festivities, Mario's comments are limited to a concise "Thanks everybody and I hope you 

like it."  

 In as much as Hal is one of the featured voices coursing throughout the entire book, it's 

significant that Hal conceives of Mario as "a very rare and shining thing" (317): "God-type 

issues aside, Mario is a (semi-)walking miracle, Hal believes." But what's most interesting is that 
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despite being precariously elevated into the spheres of the divine by Hal, Mario's own 

relationship with God punctures the illusion while simultaneously naturalizing it, in a quiet line 

that strikes me as deeply profound: "His [Mario's] nighttime prayers take almost an hour and 

sometimes more and are not a chore. He doesn't kneel; it's more like a conversation. And he's not 

crazy, it's not like he hears anybody or anything conversing back with him, Hal's established." 

(590) Zen Buddhism differs from other religions because it doesn't engage in metaphysical 

claims, thereby making any suppositions about God beside the point. A resulting corollary is that 

there is no division between a transcendent God and a Fallen world; rather, if anything is "God" 

it is the universe in its entirety and we are the means by which the universe is able to perceive 

itself. By not kneeling for prayers and by having a conversation instead of a one-way 

monologue, Mario is embodying a relationship with God that is one of equals rather than one of 

a divine creator and his fallen creature. This relationship might not be Buddhist explicitly, but it 

is certainly closer to the Veda's Brahmin than it is to either the Christian-Judaic God or the 

Islamic prophet Mohammed, all of whom are capable of Jealousy and would object to Mario's 

seemingly laissez fair attitude of praying.  

 So if we take Hal's word and believe that Mario's "decidedly not retarded" and he's not 

crazy, and he's deformed but not grotesque or repulsive, and has the capability of viewing god as 

an everyday companion, what is he? I don't know how much Buddhist philosophy Wallace had 

read by the time he began writing Infinite Jest in earnest––recall that one of his undergraduate 

thesis advisors is a Buddhist scholar, and that Wallace began to write to a Zen practitioner in 

2005 (?)––but it seems like Mario is Wallace's embodied figure of some "other" kind of way of 

thinking that is distinctly not the kind of thinking he, Wallace, had been doing all along up to 
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then. As far as biographical resemblance goes, Hal is Wallace's fictional alter-ego, the lexical 

genius and highly skilled tennis player whose "best thinking got him here.60" But Hal represents 

everything Wallace is trying to get away from, namely dualistic thinking and self-centeredness 

and an inwardness verging on solipsism.  

 In this regard Buddhism fits as an "other" form of spirituality that's closer to AA than it is 

to Christianity. In fact, Wallace would tell people he often went to church, by which he meant 

Alcoholics Anonymous. Buddhism in the West is historically still in its fledgling state, so Mario 

could be said to represent this "unknown" source of spirituality that Wallace didn't understand 

because he hadn't yet encountered it in any depth.  

 "Hal, who's empty but not dumb, theorizes privately that what passes for hip cynical 

transcendence of sentiment is really some kind of fear of being really human, since to be really 

human (at least as he conceptualizes it) is probably to be unavoidably sentimental and naive and 

goo-prone and generally pathetic, is to be in some basic interior way forever infantile, some sort 

of not-quite-right-looking infant dragging itself anaclitcally around the map, with big wet eyes 

and froggy-soft skin, huge skull, gooey drool." (695) Hal's reflection can in essence pass as a 

worst-case scenario description of Mario, which Hal correctly diagnoses as coming from a place 

ruled by fear, rather than acceptance, the very quality that Mario embodies. So what Hal desires, 

really, is to learn how to be comfortable as a "goo-prone" human, rather than the typical wish, 

which is to become "better" somehow. This is another distinction of Buddhism: there is no 

transcendence and there is no way to become "your better self" because there is nothing to 

transcend and there is no Self that could be bettered. As Mario demonstrates, your nirvana is 

                                                             
60 Meaning rehab; Wallace himself spent 6 months in a halfway house outside of Boston.  
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whatever you are, regardless of the aesthetics of the situation.  Or in yet other words, what Mario 

embodies is a profound acceptance of his life, as it is, and what Hal recognizes in Mario is the 

courage it takes to move beyond the fear that propels us to keep seeking some form of life that is 

suave and debonair.  

 

Heart 

 It is no accident, therefore, that Mario's heart is a synecdoche for his character. Not only 

does Hal observe that "Mario's chest is so fragile-feeling that I could feel his heartbeat's tremble 

through the vest and sweatshirt," but even Mario's actions are described in heart terms, as when 

Mario reaches out to B. Loach and "heartily" shakes his hand which leads Loach to a 

"heartwarming" redemption. And of course there's Mario himself, who "loves Hal so much it 

makes his heart beat hard."  

 The heart as a symbol is obviously not unique to Buddhism (though one of its central 

scriptures is called The Heart Sutra); in Infinite Jest it is an emblem of sincerity and Wallace's 

attempt at overcoming the fear of being human. It is also the symbol for the sincerity movement 

for which Wallace's name has recently been co-opted. But rather than being an emblem for 

something soft and romantic and sentimental and nostalgic, i.e. for something dreamy and 

imaginary and literally fantastical, it is best captured by Mario's explanation for why he loves to 

listen to the Madame Psychosis radio program:  

Mario'd fallen in love with the first Madame Psychosis programs 
because he felt like he was listening to someone sad read out loud 
from yellow letters she'd taken out of a shoebox on a rainy P.M., 
stuff about heartbreak and people you loved dying and U.S. woe, 
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stuff that was real. It is increasingly hard to find valid art that is 
about stuff that is real in this way[....] It's like there's some rule that 
real stuff can only get mentioned if everybody rolls their eyes or 
laughts in a way that isn't happy. (592) 

 
 The overwhelming excess of misery and suffering and deformity throughout Infinite Jest 

is Wallace's insistence that he's not interested in nostalgia and a world of fairy tale make-believe. 

But instead of merely indulging in it without recourse to something greater, in Mario he created a 

character who, despite being raw and deformed himself, is capable of remaining open to all of it 

without the need to soften reality’s blow. Maybe Mario's heart signifies not only an anti-irony 

position, but a form of love for all of life's configurations, sadness and deformity included. This 

inclusiveness is Buddhist in nature because of its insistence that there is nothing to transcend, 

that there is no higher realm. Only those who learn to let go of their preferences for how things 

ought to be are the ones that find the transcendent right here on earth. Mario's love for the sad 

voice he hears on the radio perfectly encapsulates this form of acceptance.  

 Paradoxically and conversely, what also makes Mario a Buddhist figure is that he is not 

just a spiritual heart, but that his body and its limitations are endlessly invoked whenever he's in 

a scene. This doubleness of focus is reminiscent of another fundamental aspect of Buddhist 

thinking in which there is no distinction between body and mind (they co-arise). This is one 

instance, and a central one, of the fundamental non-duality of Buddhism that is pretty much the 

opposite of Western philosophy and its grounding in the Cartesian divide between mind and 

body as two discrete entities.   

 Postmodern thinking has gone a long way to undermine the dualistic essentialism of the 

Cartesian position, but it has done this mostly on linguistic, textual levels. However, as we saw 
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in Broom of the System and Girl with Curious Hair, Wallace insisted that the deconstruction of 

isolated essences should not merely result in endless recursive, self-referential loops but that the 

discovery of all essences as empty––co-dependent and consequently open to all possibilities––

can lead to a character like Mario whose body does not limit his mind, nor does his mind limit 

his body; rather, his implied intuition that they are the same––he thinks slowly and he moves 

slowly––allows him freedom of perspective and an escape from self-conscious forms of thinking 

that end in solipsism and narcissism.  

 What's more, as Houser points out, is that Infinite Jest "brings back the ecological body"–

–meaning that not only are mind and body not separate, but the distinction between body and 

environment is likewise illusory; our deformations of the body are expressions of deformations 

of the environment, and deformations of environment necessarily show up as deformations of 

our bodies, the fact of which might help explain Mario's deformity as symbolic of our toxic 

waste producing disregard for the environment in which he was conceived.61 

 In contrast to Broom's Norman Bombardini who attempts to engulf the world by 

enlarging himself, Mario's body is thin and frail, so much so that Hal once remarks that "Mario's 

chest is so fragile-feeling that I could feel his heartbeat's tremble through the vest and 

sweatshirt." (942) Mario's porousness of borders––an idea Wallace would use in his next 

collection Brief Interviews With Hideous Men––is in accord with non-duality and the 

deconstruction of the inside/outside polarities. When this deconstruction is fully realized, as it 

was for Zen Buddhism's Eihei Dogen, founder of the Soto Zen sect, it becomes clear that "'mind' 

is mountains, rivers, and the earth, the sun, the moon, and the stars." As Zen masters since have 

                                                             
61 Avril, Mario's mother, is Canadian, which is where the US launches its toxic waste.  
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pointed out, the essence of Dogen's point is not Mind is like mountains, rivers, and the earth, but 

that it is mountains, rivers, and the earth, literally so. This deconstruction of western-duality is 

hard to grasp without meditation practice in which the observer sits and watches his mind and 

begins to feel experientially that Dogen's claim is true. Though Wallace didn't conceive of 

Mario's characters in explicit Buddhist terms, it seems to me that this deconstruction of dualistic 

thinking is one of Mario's fundamental roles in Infinite Jest, and is how Mario becomes the heart 

of the book all the while slowly lurching around, his body a constant reminder that this life is all 

we've got, and it's our life's limits that give us the possibility of freedom (recall how Mario is the 

most limited in movement but the most open and loving spiritually).  

 To no uncertain extent, therefore, Mario is a counterweight to Hal and Western 

Philosophy's Cartesian dualism, out of which the best we can hope for, according to Wallace, is 

either narcissism––Making it to The Show62––or solipsism. "I wanted to write a sad book," 

Wallace said during an interview while composing Infinite Jest. "I would like my stuff to make 

people less lonely. We all suffer alone in the real world; true empathy's impossible." Infinite Jest 

is, in the terms I've set up above, Wallace's indirect acknowledgement of the first noble truth. It's 

a form of wisdom that suggests step one is to acknowledge the reality of suffering in our life as 

human beings. The obvious question that follows is whether Wallace succeeded, through the 

Mario, in allowing this wisdom to flourish.  

 I also wonder about the extent to which Wallace believed in "true empathy" being 

impossible. A Buddhist would probably disagree and say that not only is "true" empathy 

                                                             
62 The professional tennis circuit. 
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possible63, but being alone is impossible thereby rendering "empathy" somewhat moot; it's 

merely our delusion of a "Self" that is separate from the world that makes us feel like we're alone 

and separated from everything else in the universe and if that's the case, then there's no need to 

empathize when you realize that you are that other person who is suffering. "True Empathy" 

from the Buddhist perspective is the realization that in the ultimate sense, empathy is impossible 

because there is nothing outside yourself that can be empathized with.  

 However, Infinite Jest is filled with characters for whom loneliness is a predominant 

feeling because their life's trajectory is one that closes down their connections with others in 

response to an ever fearful or addicted sense of self. In the character of Mario, Wallace gives us 

an alternative to that closure and loneliness that resonates with core Buddhist teachings.   

Buddhist Structure in Infinite Jest 

From a Buddhist perspective, the post-structural realization that the meaning of a 
text cannot be totalized––that language/thought never attains a self-presence 
which escapes differences––is an important step towards the realization that there 
is no abiding-place for the mind anywhere within Indra's Net. But the textual 
dissemination liberated by Derrida's deconstruction will not be satisfactory 
unless the dualistic sense-of-self––[and] not just its discourse––has been 
deconstructed. Without dying to itself and experiencing that it is Indra's Net, even 
a postmodern, disseminating self will continue to be haunted by a sense of lack 
which seeks to ground itself in one or another symbolic fashion. This "bad 
infinity" is only a parody of true liberation, rather than the "good infinity" that 
can become anything because it needs to become nothing.  
      ~ David Loy "Indra's Postmodern Net” 

 
                                                             
63 Empathy seems to be possible only from a dualistic standpoint. If there's a separation between 
subjects and objects, then empathy is what makes a connection between them possible. But from 
the non-dualistic philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism, there is no separation to begin with, so 
something like "empathy" is less like a bridge between two subjects and more like an 
acknowledgement that the two subjects are indeed, one. This is the interpretation that Wallace 
seems to be indirectly pointing toward with his need to modify "empathy" with "true."  
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 A sense of lack is Infinite Jest's motor. Set in the near future, the United States absorbs 

Mexico and Canada and becomes ONAN, the Organization of North American Nations. Because 

the United States is no longer at war with other countries, a war is declared against consumer 

waste and all waste in general. There needs to be a war against something lest people begin to 

notice the increasingly unsustainable pace with which they attempt to satisfy the anxiety caused 

by their sense of inner-lack. Entertainment and chemical substances, as well as consumerism are 

the three hydra heads Wallace explores in greatest depth. But the figure of waste as the enemy 

against which ONAN wages war is important from the Buddhist perspective because waste 

cannot be eradicated. Unlike a terrorist cell that theoretically can be defeated, dirt and "waste" 

are everywhere. This is in part what the first noble truth points to: you cannot be alive and live 

dirt-free. And yet in Wallace's vision of a near-future America, that's exactly what the politicians 

and IJ's characters attempt to do. Stated inversely, those who deny the first noble truth––there is 

dirt––will be condemned to fighting a war they cannot possibly win. And the way they will 

engage that war on an individual level is through the endless attempt at isolating themselves 

away from the "dirt" by filling up on entertainment, substances and consumerism. Infinite Jest 

may therefore be read as a religious book that explores the ways in which we attempt to escape 

from our dis-ease with our sense of lack.  

 Mario functions as Wallace's micro-level vision of proto-Buddhist principles. But Infinite 

Jest's structural features are postmodern in nature and consequently refuse to acknowledge any 

perspective as fixed and primary, thereby making a case for Mario as the book's "solution" to its 

characters' pervasive sense of lack inadequate. For example, Don Gately is another primary 

character who embodies a lot of Buddhist characteristics, though not to the same concentrated 
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extent as Mario; which is to say Mario alone cannot carry the Buddhist burden of proof. What 

gives my argument regarding Mario's Buddhist significance some theoretical legs, therefore, is 

that not only do we find Buddhist analogues on the micro level in him, but we also find them 

throughout the entire work on the macro, structural level. If Mario is the predominant source of 

the book's Buddhist philosophy in content form, then the novel's structure is the acting out of 

those principles on the macro level.  

 If the novel is difficult, it is most difficult because of its perplexing structure. But beyond 

mere tricks of postmodernity, are there Buddhist analogs of thought that are encoded in the 

unconventionality of the structure? Is Mario's deformity and consequent openness of spirit an 

analog for the book's structure itself? A lot of work in Wallace studies has focused on Infinite 

Jest's structure, so I'm not adding much in way of discovery; rather, I'm interested in seeing to 

what extent do its key features align with some fundamental Buddhist principles. I'm not sure 

what the best order of approaching its structural features is, so I've broken up this section into 

smaller sub-sections that, in the spirit of the book itself, don't necessarily flow neatly into each 

other in a linear cause and effect type way.  

 

Infinite Jest as Science Fiction 

 The classical Zen interest in history is more central to Zen’s concerns than most scholars 

have taken it to be and that beyond the Zen rhetroic of timelessness, we find historical 

contextualization to be central to self-understanding.  The reason why Zen Buddhist practice 

cannot be a-historical is because the nature of our understanding of ourselves and the world is 
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grounded in a very specific and particular world. As Dale Wright has written in his chapter on 

"Understanding" in Zen, "nowhere is the relational, contextual, and impermanent character of 

the human mind given more thorough and sustained reflection than in the Buddhist tradition." 

(Emphasis mine) Furthermore, this is a good place to reiterate a fundamental proposition in 

Buddhism: "no self" means that there is no separable enduring entity, essence or soul that 

grounds human existence; it also means that like everything else, the self 'co-arises' with the 

world, and on its own, is nothing.  We are immersed in an infinitely interconnected context in 

such a way that 'self' and 'other than self' interpenetrate. As the world changes, so does the self; 

as the self changes, so does the world. If we are to understand what our "self" means––and Hal 

and pretty much every character in Infinite Jest is questing for this very understanding–– we 

have to, by Buddhist definition, understand the context in which we find ourselves.  

 Probably one of Infinite Jest's most understated and under-theorized features is its status 

as a work of science-fiction. I'm not well-versed enough in science fiction to provide a detailed 

analysis of how exactly Infinite Jest fits in with the genre's most essential features, but it should 

be sufficient for my purposes to point out that it is a dystopian vision of America that takes place 

in the future in which technology and human ingenuity have gone horribly wrong. In any case, it 

is an interesting structural decision that invokes the question of how the novel benefits from a 

futuristic setting instead of merely contemporary one.  

 In terms of the Buddhist philosophy above, to understand yourself requires you to 

understand your immediate context. But if the immediate novelistic context is familiar in the 

realist novelistic tradition, a mirror to nature, then it is too easy to take this reality as natural and 

to conflate it with mere background and unworthy of inspection. By perverting and intensifying 
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the features of contemporary life in America, Wallace helps bring the context into the foreground 

and forces us to pay attention to its most exaggerated features. What happens is easy to surmise 

and is how science-fiction works in general: that which was initially thought of as fictional and 

wildly imaginative turns out to have real and contemporary analogues in the non-science 

fictional reality of the reader's actual world.  

 The most obvious example of this is Infinite Jest's trope of subsidized time, in which each 

calendar year isn't a date but is referred to by its corporate sponsor's name, such as "Year of the 

Depend Adult Undergarment." Watching the Tostitos Fiesta Bowl or a quick glance at European 

Soccer player's uniform makes it easy to see that this dystopian "sci-fi future" is actually our 

dystopian present.  

 By argumentative extension, therefore, Wallace is suggesting that we, too, can only come 

to understand our "selves" as constructed, and the materials we have come to privilege have 

become corporate and capitalistic in nature, so much so that even our Gregorian calendar has 

been sold. I'm not in the position to give a full-blown Marxist reading here either, but suffice to 

say that the capitalist system is one predicated on lack: you can never have enough of anything; 

and if you're a corporation, the main thing you can't ever have enough of is profit. Therefore the 

task of corporations is to have more and more profit, ad infinitum, which I gesture has an 

underlying resonance with the book's title, with dire consequences for all individuals living 

under corporate America’s auspices.  

 The science-fiction aspects of Infinite Jest are what help us see more clearly the materials 

out of which our constructions of Self are made. And that they're made out of an unquenchable 

desire for more of whatever it is that corporate America is selling us, well, that leads us right 



 

  183 

down the path of suffering and intuition that nothing will ever satisfy, a scenario that is repeated 

over and over again in different permutations throughout the novel.  

 Wallace made it clear in his renunciation of metafiction's game-playing qualities that his 

interest was not divorced from what could be reductively called "moral fiction." I understand 

morality in its simplified terms as the consideration of how our actions affect others. According 

to Buddhism, the question "Why should I be moral?" depends therefore in a direct way on who 

or what this "I" is, that is on the depth of self-understanding implied in the one asking the 

question.  

 

Freedom from Addiction 

 Infinite Jest's science-fiction framework is thematically centered on addiction. Addiction 

in Buddhist terms is when, out of ignorance of reality's true nature, the pursuit of particular 

desires becomes a pattern of behavior, a habit, and we fall under the spell of addiction. 

Addictions are desires that distort our judgment and in direct proportion restrict our freedom. 

(155 Six Perfections)  Consequently, the "I" asking the question, if it's an "I" that's addicted, is 

by definition extra-ordinarily self-centered because all it cares about, primarily, is satisfying its 

own addiction's itch. Therefore, addiction leads to a-moral behavior. So if morality or how we 

approach the "problem" of others is to be seriously countenanced, addiction has to be understood 

and seen-through. And according to Infinite Jest's world there's precious little that we're not 

addicted to. Worse still, on a meta-level of inquiry, is that our addiction to our "sense" of Self is 

primary (e.g. Hal), and the very addiction that allows all the other addictions to appeal to us in 
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the first place. So then how exactly does Infinite Jest's structure and cornucopia of narrative 

oddities help us see through the delusions of Self and its attendant addictions?  

 The featured prescription a Buddhist gives as antidote to the Self and its desires is 

groundlessness. Instead of understanding the world as fixed and grounded and unchanging––as 

does most of the western philosophical tradition, starting with the ancient Greeks and 

Parmenides and Plato and Aristotle, all the way up through Descartes and his Enlightenment 

brethren––Zen Masters are those who have stopped seeking ground and have accepted change 

and flux and impermanence as their "ground." When this kind of perspectival shift occurs, it 

becomes (almost by definition) untenable to maintain a "sense of self" that is likewise 

unchanging and stable.  

 Zen masters characteristically rejected an ‘otherworldly’ understanding of their practice, 

preferring instead to experience the ‘Way’ in the midst of everyday life. But by setting academic 

prose aside and adopting the vocabulary of contemporary slang, they still did not speak 

‘normally.’ Instead, they twisted the slang of the time out of its particualr representational hold. 

They spoke the common langauge of the moment in uncommon ways in order to undermine the 

norms and grounds embodied in it. (Wright, Meditations 90)  

 "Zen's rhetorical practice of dislodging and undercutting is aimed at evoking a 

corresponding response, the act of ‘release’ and ‘letting go.’ It would be aimed at replacing one 

foundation or set of beliefs, not by another, but rather by an experience of groundlessness, 

emptiness, or openness. I take this to be the impact of the saying thought to have awakened Zen 

Master Huang Po: ‘the truth’ is not a matter of correct belief, but rather something that is 

manifest in the absence of grasping. Knowing is here figured as an inauthentic form of self-
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securing and grasping. It represents human ‘desire’ and ‘craving’ more than it does the ‘openness 

of things.’ The rhetoric of disruption intends to overturn this ‘posture’ in the experience of 

‘awakening’ from it."  

 Therefore, if we describe the Zen master as having an exceptional ability to function in 

the world, this would have a great deal to do with the development of an exceptional relation to 

language. He is likewise proof that although language lulled us to sleep in the first place, it can 

also wake us up. (Wright 168)  

 Stylistically, and as far as rhetorical and syntactical registers go, Wallace demonstrates in 

Infinite Jest that his lexical range is as established and far-reaching as anyone in American 

letters; his tonal range is likewise Joycean in magnitude. It seems unnecessary to cull specific 

examples of the seemingly limitless kinds of voices Wallace uses throughout. By exposing the 

reader to such a wide and disparate orchestral admixture, the reader is forced into acknowledging 

that none of them is the dominant mode, unlike, for example, an omniscient narrator that sticks 

around and gives a novel in the realistic tradition a semblance of unity. Linguistically speaking, 

Infinite Jest is not sung in any key but shifts its modalities throughout; it makes language itself 

an instance of groundlessness.  

 Because of the constant shifts in tonality and pure brute lexical strength and variety––

from Mario's limited vocabulary, to Hal's extraordinary one, from street slang to medical jargon–

–not only do we notice the constant shifting of language as though we were sailing in a small 

skiff on a tempestuous ocean of words, but the mode of story-telling calls attention to itself as 

language, rather than a tool to some other means. In other words, Wallace's language is literary 

and poetic and calls attention to itself as such––not least because many of the characters in the 
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book are explicitly concerned with language, like Avril and Hal and the AA goers who are 

always on guard against irony and who favor clichés; therefore, like Mario being forced by his 

body's deformities to go slower and pay attention to everything in a mindful way, language, 

defined as not mere concept and predication, is a confluence of perception, linguistic shapes, 

contours and thinking. But paying attention to the language itself is learning how to pay attention 

to experience itself rather than the idea of experience.  

 Zen and literature are two systems of thought that foreground language not as a means to 

some alternative reality or experience, but as the experience itself. Understanding therefore 

requires a penetration into language, rather than its avoidance. Poetry could therefore be 

understood as the most concentrated form of language in itself rather than as something that 

points elsewhere. Literature would be second. Discourse and microwave manuals third: the point 

of the microwave manual is not itself but how to operate the microwave. Infinite Jest acts as an 

encyclopedia of linguistic registers in which none of the registers is privileged over any other; 

this democracy of speech is liberating because it makes the reader acutely aware that there's no 

standard or fixed point by which to gauge anything like progress or perspective. A multiplicity of 

perspective helps erode the craving for certainty of position that in turn reifies the sense of self.  

 In Wittgensteinian terms, language isn't a description of the world; rather, language 

games create the world. Zen, therefore, is a particular form of language through which people 

have found a tremendous amount of freedom and is primarily why it's worth studying. Wallace's 

language in Infinite Jest is not Zen's language, so there's no easy 1-1 correspondence. Instead, 

what Infinite Jest points its readers to is the kind of word play and looseness of register that is a 

defining feature of Zen. In other words, Zen's language and Wallace's language are alike in kind 
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because they renounce rigidity of perspective and embrace the unexpected. By reading both, it is 

possible to become aware of a multiplicity of experiences beyond one's own; of course this claim 

can be made for any work of literature, but I'm attempting to underscore that Infinite Jest's mode 

is multiplicity itself. As Wittgenstein said, "the limits of my language are the limits of my 

world." If the language you speak is one that focuses on "I" and "me" and "mine," self-

centeredness and lack will be engendered. But if you spend time with Infinite Jest, an arena of 

compassion opens its gates to let you in.  

 It is foolhardy to deny the length and intimidation of Infinite Jest's size. But to what end, 

this excess? Aren't Zen Buddhist things supposed to be short and simple and clean-looking? How 

does a monstrosity like Infinite Jest compare to the Zen aesthetic?  

 It is important to recall that the popular culture view of Zen as silently austere is 

inaccurate. For Zen, as noted above, language is the means through which we understand the 

world; consequently, there is no shortage of Zen books and Zen masters who knew how to sit in 

silence and to write thousands of pages of allegories and lecture notes; Zen is never an either or 

proposition. 

 A critique of Infinite Jest is that much of its detail could have been edited and that it 

showcases an indulgent author spewing forth words with nary a filter in sight. I disagree and find 

Infinite Jest a space in which neither denial nor indulgence took precedence. There is an 

abundance of detail of every kind, but ours is an age of information. It is the kind of minimalist 

fiction of the 80s that continued to hold sway in the 90s that Wallace thought perverse, because 

untrue: things had gotten much more complex in terms of sheer data and simple declarative 

sentences about the sun's roundness were deceptively overlooking the reality of life in the 
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computer age (and internet age, turns out). So the critique of excess is inaccurate and by 

extension suggests the common misunderstanding of meditation practice as shutting out the 

world and thoughts; instead, Infinite Jest observes the thoughts and details of its world, as they 

are, whether they come at us fast (Hal) or slow (Mario).  

 For the characters that do engage in endless loops of hyperconsciousness and hyper-

introspection, Wallace is in effect diagnosing the danger of losing track of where we are on a 

map of ever expanding coordinates. This kind of information overload is what it feels like to sit 

down and meditate for the first time: but instead of denying the rush of mental images and 

streams of thoughts, Wallace suggests that we observe them... all of them.  

 By the time Infinite Jest went to press, Wallace had already published one of his most 

important essays, "E Unibus Plurum" in which he diagnosed his (and our) television culture as 

one predicated on the distancing effect of irony––especially the kind of irony found in self-aware 

advertising as self-aware advertising––and the consequent deadening of emotional ties between 

people concerned with protecting themselves from genuine emotions through ironic gestures. 

Even the original root of the word, eironia, implies a deliberate sense of deceit. Wallace's 

treatment of irony is well-known in scholarship so I won't repeat it here.  

 The converse of irony in this paradigm is sincerity, and this is the literary movement 

currently in vogue for which Wallace has been given the explorer's founding flag, as though he 

had rejected irony entirely in favor of that "gooey sincerity" for which Mario is a superficially 

perfect emblem. But to insist that Mario's irony-free way of being is what constitutes Infinite Jest 

is to ignore the majority of the novel. Rather than reject irony outright, Wallace formed 

discernible tiers and often had the tiers interact, as, for example, in nearly all the conversations 
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between Mario and Hal when they are literally lying awake in bunk-beds, with Hal on top and 

Mario on the bottom.  

 Irony is found in abundance in Buddhist Zen practice because it deflates the expectations 

and the posture of grasping taken by practitioners. Huang Po's favorite line is the Buddha’s own 

disclaimer that in enlightenment he attained nothing. The ironic power of these passages works 

to open the practitioner to the more subtle, nonobjective sphere within which awareness of mind 

or emptiness occurs as an event of disclosure or breakthrough. As Zen master Huang Po 

suggested, people of the world do not awaken because they are blinded by their own sight, 

hearing, feeling and knowing. The rich plentitude of the world can be blinding, as Infinite Jest's 

deliberate excess also shows.  

 Therefore, the literature of  Huang Po does not propose a conception of the ‘true self,’ nor 

does it conclude in an account of ‘the way things are.’ Instead, it suggests practices of thought 

and images of masters who let go of thought even while thinking. Although the text is therefore 

unsystematic and sometimes inconsistent, what it offers instead is a mode of textuality and form 

of practice that are inventive, ironic, open, and free. (Wright, Philosophical Meditations 199)  

 Irony is a form of second level consciousness that continually conceptualizes and creates 

distances; what’s necessary to begin with is a clear view of the first level of consciousness, the 

immediacy of the world in all its detail; what’s usually missing is an interaction between the first 

two levels and the third, reflexive level. This is what we find in DFW, the interaction. Infinite 

Jest therefore asks us to realize that ideals are essential to human minds and culture, and to use 

the critical edge of our predisposition for irony to deepen the quest for ideals by bringing it to 

bear on the debate over values that accord with our time. It's probably wise to likewise 
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acknowledge that the traditions of the Buddhists are not our contemporary Western traditions. 

But the tension that arises between them from a standpoint of critical thinking is what allows for 

a rejuvination and reenvisioning of ideals. For this reason, one important achievement in the 

cultivation of character––qua Mario, for example––is to learn not to be unnerved and thrown off 

balance when the tensions inevitably produced by difference arise. Wallace was living in a world 

of postmodern irony and he imagined––not fantasized about, and there's a big difference––a 

different ideal toward which to strive, away from unimpeded irony and toward sincerity, but not 

at the cost of exclusion of the one for the other in its entirety. In order to do so, therefore, he had 

to have Mario in conversation with Hal, up late at night, talking about what was on their minds, 

sincerity and irony intermingling.  

 As far as critical treatments of Infinite Jest go, one of the most underreported aspects is 

its humor that is often of the knee-smacking, chortling variety. What role does humor play in a 

work that Wallace had intended to be "deeply sad" and what, if any, roles does humor play in the 

Buddhist tradition?  

 In simplified terms, Zen Buddhism is about revealing groundlessness as the condition of 

all life and being. In order that its practitioners might experience this liberating sense of non-

fixity, all cherished beliefs have to be questioned and disposed of. This is serious business and is 

the reason why nihilistic tyranny often interjects and why philosophical seriousness often 

replaces one set of views for another. One of the greatest dangers for students of Buddhism is 

learning to let go of their cherished beliefs about god, and desire, and money, and death only to 

find that its all been replaced by the golden statue of the the Buddha. To be entirely groundless 

and liberated, all of it has to be questioned. And, of course, it's hard to question everything 
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unless you're a devoted student, which requires seriousness; this is exactly the kind of enterprise 

in which a vicious cycle is not hard to imagine.  

 But, if the Zen practice is a fertile one––and here Zen is the specific Buddhist practice in 

question because it foregrounds unconventional methodologies––then at just the point where 

serious thinking begins to turn sterile, Zen's penchant for humor kicks in because humor has 

been proven as the best known antidote to rigidity.  

 One of postmodernism's strengths as a literary movement has been its humor which 

should not be surprising because of its concentrated efforts at undermining stability, especially 

the stabilities of literary convention. John Barth, Robert Coover, Thomas Pynchon, William 

Gass, Donald Bartheleme, all the grandfathers of the genre whom Wallace was emulating had 

humor as their novel's centerpieces. Postmodernism therefore had little trouble promoting and 

enabling the Buddhist "goal" of groundlessness. Unfortunately, Wallace would come to think, 

that groundlessness was never in the service of anything beyond textuality itself and began to 

fester into self-consciousness and nihilism.  

 Infinite Jest, however, works dialectically by undermining tragedy with humor; humor 

itself is then undermined by tragedy. Like Mario himself, the reader is tossed back and forth 

between despair and acceptance made possible by the gentle touches of humor and empathy. 

Ultimately, the synthesis ends up being that unteachable thing, compassion. David Loy, a 

contemporary Buddhist scholar, has conjured a useful term for this process as one in which the 

Zen student (or, in our case, Infinite Jest reader) is caught between illusions of meaning and 

meaninglessness but comes out the other end in a state of meaningfreeness.  
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 Meaningfreeness is a neologism that resonates with the Buddhist principle otherwise 

known as sunyata or emptiness: "The resulting positionless position seems vulnerable to 

accusations of relativism, but the nonduality of self and other escapes many of the problems 

usually associated with relativism [....] meaning may not be fixed, but it is not lacking. Life 

becomes play, yet it has always been play." (Loy 484) The issue is whether we suffer our games 

because they are the means whereby we hope to ground ourselves somewhere or whether we 

dance freely among everybody because, realizing we are everybody, it feels good to do so. 

Humor in Infinite Jest is thereby one of the most prominent ways in which the struggle to satiate 

the insatiable loosens its grip and gives the reader space to play. 

 Part of this play, which in and of itself is often humorous, is the book's structure 

bifurcation into the main body of the text and into the footnotes. This deliberate bifurcation 

(which is further exaggerated by the book's puzzle of non-linear chronology, about which more 

below) serves several purposes that have distinct Buddhist analogs.  

 The first is that it forces the reader to recognize that the entire book itself is mediated and 

is a deliberate and willful construction. This is a classical postmodern technique that 

problematizes grand narratives claiming any kind of objective truth capable of explaining 

everything. When reading a narrative without footnotes, the tendency for readers is to assume the 

naturalness of the narrative's world. But when there's a constant and consistent intrusion of 

endnotes, it becomes clear that there's some other force at work "outside" the narrative proper. 

Wallace further complicates even this notion of "inside" and "outside" by having some of his 

endnotes themselves mediated by additional explanatory footnotes. The implication is that there 

is no foundation of knowing or data that could not, itself, be further mediated by some other 
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outside voice. This is nothing new in postmodern literature, but usually the metafiction that 

employs this technique uses it to call attention to its own artificiality and leaves the reader as a 

passive outsider looking into a world of linguistic mirrors.  

 The very same effect is at work in Infinite Jest, but maybe because of the sheer quantity 

of the endnotes and the size of the book, the reader is forced to disengage from the story, flip to 

the end of the book, find the appropriate note and flip back. It's a physical act that every reader of 

Infinite Jest has complained about to some extent––e.g. it's so big, and it's so heavy, and all the 

flipping back and forth is distracting––which is a different effect than mere passive observation 

of self-recursive and self-referential loops. In this way, reading Infinite Jest approximates 

Buddhist meditation practice because meditation practice is a physical activity. What's often 

discussed in popular views of meditation is what a practitioner ought to "do" with his mind; but 

what goes on with the body is of equal importance, because in Buddhism the mind body 

distinction is non-existent. Sitting in meditation, back straight, legs crossed, arms folded in a 

mudra is no different from a yoga pose and one that is difficult to maintain, and not just out of 

psychic duress but also a bodily one. In this sense, what the mind experiences and what the body 

experiences are revealed to be one and the same.  

 Wallace deliberately wanted to approximate what it felt like to live in contemporary 

times in which irony and double-entendre and hip-winking were the norm and for that purpose 

the endnotes dramatize the queasiness that results when pretty much everything is open to 

mediation (not meditation), a claim that is not new to Wallace scholarship.  

 But the endnotes impose an even more forceful effect on the reader: an insistence that 

Infinite Jest be approached not just as a reflexive text in itself (that would be a merely 
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postmodern effect), but that the reader become reflexive in her thinking about the relationship 

between her life and the text.  

 One of the myths Buddhism aspires to shatter for its practitioners is that there is some 

kind of objectively fixed truth to be attained––a fixity that would require a stable and unchanging 

Self, and we know how Buddhism feels about the Self––and that one superficial way of attaining 

the truth is to read a lot of Zen texts, as if to somehow ingest the truth. This, after all, is the 

model of natural science toward which even the humanities tend to subscribe.64 It is also the 

modern-romantic reading of Buddhism against which Dale Wright warns:  

Valorizing objective disengagement, historical studies of 
Buddhism tend not to relate the Buddhist text at issue to the 
context of the interpreter. Thus isolated, Buddhist texts tend not to 
serve as the impetus to seek a deeper understanding of the 
positions and assumptions out of which our work proceeds, nor as 
encourageemnt to discover what of significance could be learned 
‘from’ these texts. We proceed, in effect, as if we aren’t really 
involved. A reflexive relation to the text takes advantage of 
whatever light the text can shed on its reader. When this reflexive 
relation is lacking or weak, the very rationale for historical study 
has become obscured. ‘The most important answers to our 
questions about Buddhism can be discovered only in self-
conscious relation to ‘the one who is doing the questioning. 
(Wright 116)  

 
 Stated another way, there's a temptation to approach Buddhist works either in complete 

isolation from the reader's present context because, the assumption goes, the Buddhist truths are 

somehow a-contextual and eternal; or, from a modern historical approach, readers find that their 

own present position is somehow objective and non-contextual and unbiased and in no need of 

scrutiny. Dale Wright suggests, therefore, that  

                                                             
64 See "Dehumanized" by Mark Slouka, Harper's 
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Locating a kind of historical understanding that overcomes these 
particular deficiencies is therefore a matter of learning to avoid 
these exemptions. Working toward this kind of self-awareness in 
our study would, in effect, constitute work toward the development 
of new and more encompassing criteria of truth for historical 
reflection. This new study would not be 'outside' or 'beyond’ these 
traditions. In a finite, diverse, and historical world, ‘non-
traditional’ and all-encompassing theories of history are not 
possible. (Wright 118)   
 

 I argue, therefore, that Infinite Jest, through the incessant use of footnotes, forces the 

reader into the text and out of it, back and forth, so that she neither feels like the book's narrative 

is "true" nor that hers is the "true" perspective against which the book must be gauged. Passive 

acquisition of knowledge is precluded and, consequently, an authentic form of reading is enabled 

in which the text is fully penetrated by the reader, and the reader is fully penetrated by the text in 

order that the reader be transformed. Otherwise reading would be mere entertainment and 

Infinite Jest, the movie cartridge in the novel by which people entertain themselves to death tells 

us all we need to know about how Wallace felt about the repercussions of passively received 

entertainment. Stated more systematically, the proposition of entertainment reifies the Self and 

Wallace structured the novel to make that reification as difficult and unnatural as possible. He 

was, in effect, asking us to read in a physically uncomfortable Buddhist meditative position.  

 The last remarkable structural feature of Infinite Jest that I see as having distinct Buddhist 

features is its non-linearity. In ordinary life, human beings are exceptionally skilled in discerning 

patterns and, because of their predictive power, projecting patterns into the future and imposing 

patterns onto the past65. Evolutionarily speaking, I'm sure this has been a function of our 

                                                             
65 In doing so, we forego living in the present, and those who do this excessively, as IJ 
demonstrates repeatedly, become anxious at best, and deeply depressed at near-worst.  



 

  196 

conscious brains for which we must give tremendous thanks, what with survival depending on 

our ability to predict where food could be found and where wooly mammoths could be avoided. 

But survival is a conditioned form of life and human beings, through civilized social contracts 

and the like, at least in the first-world locales, have agreed that survival is a base need but does 

not represent our highest aspirations.  

 Still, our pattern-making and pattern-discerning ways are deeply encoded in our day-to-

day life. "Our inclination to assume that all sorts of entities in the world––people, ideas, objects, 

institutions––have a deep structural essence upon which various historical causal factors operate 

is deep-seated. This is true of many Buddhists as well, in spite of the fact that this tratdtion was 

initiated on premises that mitigate against this view, and moreover, in spite of the fact that 

forceful critiques of essentialism are found throughout the Buddhist canon. Nagarjuna and the 

Madhyamika lineage are the primary symbols for this general theme in Buddhist thought." 

(Wright144) But if we wish to live a life that moves beyond survival strategies and conditioned 

responses, we have to learn how to move beyond essentialist pattern making.  

 One form of this "beyond" is freedom. That is, a renunciation of security that itself is 

always dependent upon some structure of limitation. As Bob Dylan sang, "But to live outside the 

law you must be honest": in order to be honest, you must first learn how to follow the law (the 

structure of limitation); once you internalized the law, once you understand it and integrate it into 

your being––in no small part thanks to the practice of self-reflexivity in reading it––then you can 

live outside of it because you no longer need it to support you. But the process of de-structuring 

is not a call for abandonment. Rather than establishing a framework for the discrimination of 

truth and falsity, Buddhists entertain the possibility that the frameworks they employ for the 
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process of securing truth are themselves subject to the distorting impacts of desire and ignorance. 

Rather than conceive of liberation as a kind of autonomy that transcends relations and their 

limiting, defining forces, a kind of antinomianism, Zen and Buddhist conceptions focus on ways 

in which human beings can be awakened to this relatedness. Instead of liberation from the 

destiny of finite placement in the world, the Zen Buddhist envisions an awakening to this 

placement and to its inconstancy and multiplicity. Of more interest than freedom from the world 

is freedom within it. (Wright 137)  

 Deconstructing our frameworks of perspective looks something like this: "Whatever 

essence we locate can be shown to be dependent upon its various attributes; whatever we 

designate as central as opposed to peripheral can be dislodged or reversed by altering the angle 

from which it is seen. Any dependence of ‘substance’ upon ‘accidents’ reverses the figures, 

giving the posited substance a more ‘accidental’ standing and making the ‘accidents’ appear 

more substantial. Background shifts to the fore." (Wright 144) 

 Although in our everyday lives we do separate ‘essential’ features from ‘peripheral’ ones, 

nevertheless, we do so in finite, contextual, and contingent ways, as, for example, when we 

isolate what is essential to this particular issue, within this particular time and context, and from 

these points of view, knowing, in principle, that changes in any of these state-setting factors will 

alter the way ‘essence’ appears. This is the essence of deconstruction. Although this realization 

in no way eliminates the necessity always placed upon us of finding what is ‘essential’ it does 

fundamentally alter what we understand essence to mean. (Wright 145)  

 Infinite Jest's characters are often microcosmic representations of their macrocosmic 

world. Mario can be read as the book's position on sincerity and earnestness. In other instances, 
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characters provide a subtle form of meta-commentary on the novel's structure. In one such 

passage, a tennis coach at ETA is speaking to Mario about the myth of linearity: "The story that 

the shortest way between two places is the straight line, yes? [....] But what then when something 

is in the way when you between places, no? Plow ahead: go: collide: kabong. [....] Where is the 

efficiently quickly straight of Euclid then, yes? And how many two places are there without there 

is something in the way between them, if you go?" (sic) (IJ 80-81)  The narrator proceeds to 

chime in a while later, observing that "Schtitt knew real tennis was really about not the blend of 

statistical order and expansive potential that the game's technicians revered, but in fact the 

opposite–– not-order, limit, the places where things broke down, fragmented into beauty. That 

real tennis was no more reducible to delimited factors or probability curves than chess or boxing, 

the two games of which it's a hybrid." (81) Coach Schtitt is also speaking here on behalf of 

Infinite Jest's non-linear structure, a thing of fragmented beauty.  

 When Infinite Jest was still in its gestation period, Wallace wrote in "The Empty Plenum" 

that  "tennis balls are about the best macroscopic symbol there is for the flux of atomistic fact..." 

(227 Emphasis mine) This acknowledgement––even if its made by the tennis coach who is quite 

keen on discipline and speaks in fascist overtones––that linearity is a myth is important because 

it creates an ambivalence that is never reconciled: we want linearity, but the reality of life, at 

least according to Buddhist observations, is that life is anything but linear because everything is 

co-dependent on everything else; this makes Schtitt's observation that there are no places without 

something in the way between them a discerning one in terms of its acceptance of the multiple 

nodes of causality, rather than an insistence on a linear, straight, repeatable set of one-to-one 

correspondences. Infinite Jest’s structure ensures that our non-linear reading experience 
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dramatizes the frustration of the desire for linearity.  

 Zen Buddhist principles insist that an appropriate response to life won’t emerge from an 

ordianry, habitual posture. Zen discourse is disruptive, of both isteslf and its reader, by 

overturning and underctuting any effort to hold onto it as correct vision or true belief. Infinite 

Jest's non-linearity and circular/annular structure and an outright lack of traditional conclusion is 

the book's established methodology of disruption. Our tendency to make patterns is frustrated 

from the literal start to the literal finish. Any time any kind of predictive faculty is engaged, 

there's either an unexpected shift in point of view, or chronology, or a shift in tone––from 

tragedy to humorous anecdote–– or the story gets mediated and disrupted by an endnote. I want 

to emphasize how important I think these structural features are to the IJ's Buddhist poetics. Yes, 

the book's multiple narrative strands make sense when they get clinically re-arranged, but clearly 

that's not the experience Wallace had intended for the reader. Rather, he was interested in 

repeatedly frustrating the habitual grasping for predictive patterns.  

 A consequence of the book's non-linearity is its perceived difficulty, a feature that was 

the fully intended corollary to its non-linearity. Wallace acknowledged in an interview that took 

place while he was working on Infinite Jest full-time that "[reading] is a relationship between the 

writer's consciousness and her own, and that in order for it to be anything like a full human 

relationship, she's going to have to put in her share of the linguistic work." (McCaffery 138). 

Similarly, Wallace writes in "Empty Plenum" that "Rarely is our uncritical inheritance of early 

Witt & Logical Positivist models so obvious as in our academic & aesthetic prejudice that 

successful fiction encloses rather than opens up, organizes facts rather than undermines them, 

diagnoses rather than genuflects." (234) Wallace was interested in disorganization, though of 
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course it was a paradoxically highly structured disorganization which was known only to 

Wallace-as-architect. But by creating difficulty, he gives us the same gift Mario was given: an 

inescapable insistence to pay attention to each moment, because the future is unpredictable and 

conceptual, abstract thinking only leads to reification of the Self and its Desires.  

 When predictive powers fail, the first casualty is control. Usually that leads to an 

increased effort of grasping. But in Mario we saw the model in which control is relinquished and 

an openness of spirit set free. Keats called this Negative Capability: "As to the poetical Character 

itself… it is not itself--it has no self--it is everything and nothing--It has no character--it enjoys 

light and shade; it lives in gusto, be if foul or fair, high or low, right or poor, mean or elevated--It 

has as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philosopher, 

delights the chameleon Poet."  Transposed to a Buddhist context, negative capability succinctly 

captures the tension between the negative quality of emptiness which allows the capability of 

creative and empathetic responsiveness. It is empathetic responsiveness that Hal is losing and is 

worried about losing, the worry itself further paralyzing him. 

  In another passage that can be read as commentary on the book's structure, Hal describes 

a dream in which he's playing on a football-sized tennis court, the lines of which are "complex 

and convoluted as a sculpture of string. There are lines going every which way, and they run 

oblique or meet and form relationships and boxes and rivers and tributaries and systems inside 

systems: lines, corners, alleys, and angles deliquesce into a blur the horizon of the distant net."  

(67) Hal then has to "figure out where in all that mess of lines" he's supposed to direct serve. 

Ultimately "we sort of play. But it's all hypothetical, somehow, Even the 'we' is theory: I never 

get quite to see the distant opponent, for all the apparatus of the game." (67-68)  
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 When the apparatus and the structuring elements of tennis/life become undermined and 

unpredictable, a state of confusion ensues. But confusion could be transformed into the seeds of 

groundlessness and freedom––at the very least, comfortable habits and expectations have been 

disrupted. Here' Hal begins to understand that maybe his opponent isn't some "other" but is really 

himself! The next realization is that there isn't even a Self, but Hal never quite makes it that far, 

at least not within the frame of the narrative we hold in our hands, which makes sense too, 

because realizations of the most profound nature aren't conducive to description.   

 Before exploring that line of inquiry, a brief digression: In as much as Wallace 

deliberately leaves plot strands unresolved and ambiguous, we receive blurry clues throughout; 

one such diaphanous morsel posits that Hal's inability to speak to his interviewers at Arizona 

where he is applying to college is because he had eaten something. That something could very 

easily be the potent drug DMZ that Michael Pemulis has procured for an intense session of 

awareness-perception-bending. We as readers can't be sure this is the reason, but it's as plausible 

as any other. What's curious to me in this context is that DMZ, as far as I can tell, is a fictional 

drug. But a drug that isn't fictional is DMT, and DMT is a chemical compound that occurs 

naturally in nature––in both plants and animals––and in humans in small amounts.66  Users of 

DMT claim that its effects are like taking a rocket ship into another dimension that is nothing 

like earth's in which you come to realize that the universe and you are one and the same.67 

 Recent medical studies are investigating the effects of hallucinogenic compounds on 

                                                             
66 It's chemical cousin is serotonin and the reason why many psychedelic experiences are 
capable of evoking a sense of well-being. 
67 Among other things which are outside the scope of this dissertation. But DMT: The Spirit 
Molecule is a documentary film that might be a good starting place for further inquiry.  
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human consciousness (Maclean, “The Secular Buddhist” episode 84); in the new frontier of 

science that investigates consciousness, it's been documented that the effects of compounds like 

DMT match up with some effects described by Buddhist meditators. However, according to 

experienced Buddhist practitioners, there's a serious caveat to experiences like the ones a user 

encounters on DMT, which is that the experiences themselves are unequivocally not the point 

nor are they enlightenment itself on any level. At best, they suggest that our daily perceptions are 

very limited and incomplete ways of understanding the universe. What does it mean therefore, 

that Hal might be incapable of speaking because he's ingested a chemical that is DMT-esque in 

its properties?  

 In narrative terms, by beginning the novel with Hal's predicament, we are left to consider 

the possibility that Hal, by quitting his marijuana habit, has begun to see reality more clearly, 

though he obviously is in no way in control of his current state of being.  It is likewise entirely 

possible that the shift in perception that could have been precipitated by his DMZ/T experience 

has overwhelmed him because he wasn't adequately prepared for it.68 At the start of the novel, 

therefore, the moment that is the most chronologically advanced and most recent (before the 

remainder of the novel turns into flashback sequences) we find Hal confused and unable to 

speak. Most readers interpret this state as bad news: while Don Gately has been on the path of 

redemption, Hal has been disintegrating, emotionally and psychically and his animalistic noises 

are further proof of the disintegration. But if my Buddhist reading has any plausibility, then Hal's 
                                                             
68 The literature on DMT experiences is rarely without mention of shamans who are experienced 
guides, usually from South America where the DMT concoction Ahyuasca has been a staple of 
indigenous culture for thousands of years. Hal's guide would have been the street savvy and 
often unethical Michael Pemulis, a far-cry from a shaman, to say the least. So maybe that's why 
Hal's not right in the head: he found a means of breaking open his head, but the effort was 
sabotaged by the context and reasons for attempting to do so?  
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state of incoherence is a transitional stage which the Buddhist community might term "Dark 

Night of the Soul," a stage that occurs after habitual ways of thinking and conceiving of the Self 

have been irrevocably challenged, but before there's a genuine acceptance of the groundlessness 

of all things and the unconditional freedom that follows.  

 I don't want to over emphasize this point––DMZ = DMT = Shift in Perception = Fruit of 

Meditation–– because it might be nothing but coincidence; but the proximity of DMZ to DMT is 

curious, and the connection between that drug and meditative shifts in the perception of reality as 

documented scientifically by collaboration between neurologists and experienced mediators are 

one more piece of evidence that Wallace was somehow tapped into the modes of Buddhist 

philosophy.  

 Returning to my more grounded and literary-minded argument, Infinite Jest's non-

linearity and complexity are the dramatization of Hal's "crazy tennis court dream," which in turn 

puts the reader in Hal's position as a confused seeker for some kind of order and, to extend the 

argument in an important direction, toward the reliability and comfort of cause and effect. 

However, Zen Buddhism’s position is that freedom from predictive conditionality depends on 

and grows by virtue of changes that lack any linear, causal genealogy. In other words, Infinite 

Jest can also be read as an embodied argument against the deceptiveness of cause and effect 

thinking that is absolutely central in Buddhist philosophy.  

 A linear progression is both predictable and mechanical:69 "The linear paradigm owes its 

centrality in Western thought to the Greeks, and particularly to the fact that it was Parmenides 

                                                             
69 A lot of the material that's forthcoming on this subject I rely specifically on Joanna Macy's 
book Mutual Causality in Buddhism and General Systems Theory.  
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and not Heraclitus whose views took hold of subsequent major thinkers... [The view posits that] 

what is really real does not change. Plato subscribed to this equation of reality with 

changelessness." Descartes only furthered the one-way causality by positing a cause and effect 

explanation for consciousness: "By virtue of the Cartesian separation of mind from matter, the 

aloofness of this God now becomes emulated and mirrored in the aloofness of the human mind 

from the phenomenal world."  (Mutual Causality 10, 13)  But, as coach Schtitt reminds us, this 

view is a myth: 

Instead of a linear progression toward a changeless and eternal 
platonic form, the historical Buddha proposed a vision that 
radically changed the view of causality. In this doctrine, reality 
appears as a dynamically interdependent process. All factors, 
mental and physical, subsist in a web of mutal causal interaction, 
with no element or essence held to be immutable or autonomous. 
Understanding this is important because, it is held, our suffering is 
caused by the interplay of these factors and particularly by the 
delusion, craving, and aversion that arise from our misapprehnsion 
of them. We fabricate our bondage by hypostatizing and clinging 
to what is by nature contingent and transient. The reifications we 
construct falsify experience, imprison us in egos of our own 
making, doom our lives to endless rounds of acquistion and 
anxiety. In the doctrine of co-arising, the Buddha presented 
causality not as a function of power inherent in an agent, but as a 
function of relationship––of the interaction of multiple factors 
where cause and effect cannot be categorically isolated or traced 
unidirectionally.70 Furthermore, No effect arises without cause, yet 
no effect is predetermined, for its causes are multiple and mutually 
affecting. Hence there can be novelty as well as order. Thus, 
Buddhist teachings presented a middle way between the positions 
of determinism and indeterminacy that had polarized the 
discussion of causality. (Mutual Causality 18-19)   

  

 Its non-linearity is the most obvious example of how Infinite Jest frustrates the common-
                                                             
70 This particular line of reasoning should resonate strongly with Wittgenstein's later philosophy 
as I discussed in the chapter on Broom of the System. 
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sense view that each event should progress in a linear, Newtonian direction and have a 

discernible set of causes. But because the narrative is spliced up, it is up to the reader to try to 

piece together the narrative puzzle and figure out how the parts relate to each other. To a large 

extent, Wallace obliges the reader, otherwise the book would be an unconnected series of chaotic 

strings. But Infinite Jest nonetheless remains primarily a writerly text that does not conform to a 

reader’s expectations concerning what well-disciplined writing of a certain type or genre should 

look like.  

 The big mystery––and all the repercussions of it––that is never resolved is how Hal 

became unhinged71 and whatever happened to the imminent Quebecois Terrorist insurrection? 

And yet, for all the meticulous details and back-story and digressions, there's almost an entire 

year of the story––about a hundred pages or more at Infinite Jest's pace––that is missing! And 

not only is it missing, but we don't realize anything is missing until it becomes clear by the 

book's end that not all the plot strands were tied up. Cause and effect is therefore made a literal 

mystery.  

 The non-linearity of plot sequences is likewise a deterrent to cause and effect rationality. 

Furthermore, whatever time chronology we begin to discern is frustrated by the replacement of 

the Gregorian calendar with "subsidized time," e.g. 2002 being called Year of the Whopper. So 

on one hand, things are out of order, and whatever organizing clues are given by way of years do 

not themselves signify easily. So, for example, while the years 1961, 1962, 1963 and so forth, 

suggest linear causality,  "Year of the Perdue Wonderchicken," "Year of the Whisper-Quiet 

Maytag Dishmaster," and "Year of the Yushityu 2007 Mimetic-Resolution-Cartridge-View-

                                                             
71 My DMZ/DMT hypothesis is one of several possibilities. 
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Motherboard-Easy-To-Install-Upgrade For Infernatron/InterLace TP Systems For Home, Office 

Or Mobile [sic]" obviously do not.  

 Furthermore, the most important hint explaining one plausible explanation of what 

happened to Hal and the missing master copy of the film "Infinite Jest" is stated in passing, in a 

stream-of-consciousness ramble, which at the beginning of the story the reader could not 

possibly understand the significance of: "I think of John N.R. Wayne, who would have won this 

year's WhataBurger, standing watch in a mask as Donald Gately and I dig up my father's head." 

(16) This apparent union of Hal and Gately, two of the book's central figures, is deliberately 

understated and introduced out of linear context. It's as though Joyce had written Ulysses with 

only a passing interest in Stephen and Bloom crossing paths.  

 Consequently, certain effects are left without determined causes. What's more, the 

multiplicity of story lines and characters imply that there could have been any number of causes 

and that it would be foolhardy to privilege anyone of them over another. "The interrelatedness of 

all causes, wherein no one factor emerges as solely determinative, is expressed in many a 

metaphor and analogy in the early scriptures. Take a plant: No neat linear chain can present the 

conditions that permit it to grow. The seed is not enough; soil is required and moisture." (MC 51) 

Joelle and the mystery of what's under her veil, for example, feels more like a koan than a plot-

motivated narrative strand: is she deformed or is she beautiful, the novel asks? The answer is 

"your question itself is flawed. Both are true."  

 Robert Bell's reader's guide suggests another important consequence of the disruption of 

linearity: "Most of us believe or want to believe that personal identity, at least our own, is 

reliable, dependable, and fundamental. Somewhere, somehow, beyond our frame of reference, 
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the psyches of Gately and Incandenza intersect or overlap. At such moments, IJ suggests that 

identity is more porous, fluid, and elusive than we might suspect or customarily believe." (Bell 

209) This intuition is the beginning of the Buddhist practice of seeing through the illusion of 

there being a concrete Self, an intuition that originates in our common-sense Newtonian cause-

and-effect-type thinking, and is therefore undermined when cause and effect linearity is 

disrupted.  

 Ideologies are difficult to get rid of, especially ones as deeply predicated on common-

sense-views of cause and effect. In order to loosen the grip on them, a form of self-reflexivity 

has to be invoked. "Meta-ideologies are designed to self-negate, to free us from all ideologies 

including themselves. The difference between ideologies and meta-ideologies rests on whether 

the sense-of-self's anxious groundlessness is to be resolved by providing something to identify 

with or by letting-go of itself." (Loy, Beyond Good and Evil: Buddhist Critique of Nietzsche 48)  

 

Eschaton 

 The Eschaton episode in Infinite Jest is representative of an ideology that grasps after 

predictability and cause and effect. Every variable (every "random" tennis lob that allows the 

game to be a game in the literal sense of the word––as opposed to mere reading of a script, say) 

nonetheless has a predictable outcome. As a meta-commentary on the book itself, however, the 

Eschaton episode ends in chaos because the limited doctrine of cause and effect proves faulty.  

 For example, according to the rules, an Eschaton player cannot "launch" a tennis ball qua 

missile at another player. But that's exactly what happens when the young players begin to 
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ignore the pre-defined limits of the game and begin to breach the game's rules. What was at one 

point a game that merely acted out the principles of cause and effect transforms into "real life" in 

which innumerable and unpredictable variables of human behavior breach the elegant 

mathematical limits of what was possible within the game.  

 Eschaton therefore starts as a game––"the most complicated72 children's game anybody 

around E.T.A.'d ever heard of"––and a deeply serious one, since its premise revolves around 

nuclear annihilation and is played on tennis courts that represent the political map of the world. 

The children playing the game are less free to "play" than they are to merely enact and follow the 

script and "remorseless logic of game theory." (324) Nothing is really left up to chance or the 

unexpected because Otis P. Lord does all the calculations that transpose the variable lob into the 

game's computerized (Yushityu) algorithms. Lord, of course, is a not-too-subtle wink in the 

direction of theological determinism, which itself is usurped by Michael Pemulis who has "a 

kind of unofficial emeritus power of correction over Lord's calculations and mandate." The 

important point here is that the idea of a "game" is undermined by it being complex, scripted, 

mathematical, deterministic, and hierarchical.  

 Eschaton does not represent a child absorbed in a game playing seriously, but a serious 

game in which self-absorbed children play, where what's serious is not the "child" but the 

"game." The game therefore corrupts the child through its seriousness because, as is implied by 

its theme, there's more at stake than just playing; or rather, the ends are more valuable than the 

play itself.  

                                                             
72 Complicated still means linear; the Buddha, on the other hand, when teaching co-arising and 
mutual dependence, emphasizes conditionality and relationships––A depends on B––rather than 
on substances that act linearly on other substances.  
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 To be serious is to press for a specified conclusion. To be playful is to allow for 

possibility, whatever the cost to oneself. Or as Nietzsche wrote in Beyond Good and Evil, 

"mature personhood is the means to have rediscovered the seriousness one had as a child at 

play." (Beyond 94) 

 The eschaton debacle in which all hell breaks loose among the kids playing the game and 

which ends with real-world injuries and hospital visits, is therefore a demonstration of a failed 

cause and effect type thinking. When snow ends up falling on the tennis courts during the game, 

a variable is introduced that could not be accounted for. In theory, according to Michael Pemulis, 

the snow should not matter because it's merely falling on the "map" and not the territory of 

which the map is but an emblem. But the children playing the game become confused between 

the tennis courts as mere symbolic representations and the territories that the maps represent. The 

debacle spontaneously arises because of our over-reliance on intellectual belief in cause and 

effect that can be predicted, controlled, and limited. Yes, the children misinterpret the limits of 

the game and the world outside the game, but their confusion is real, as are the repercussions of 

the violence that erupts, which ends up having further effects on the novel's narrative strands 

way outside the limits of the game itself.  

 The Buddhist reading of Eschaton and its enactment of our dependence on cause and 

effect is clear: despite our best efforts at controlling and making predictions and having 

expectations about what should happen in life, even to the extent that we believe it's reasonable 

to utter the equivalent of "it's snowing on the goddamn map, not the territory, you dick!" it turns 

out that all limits and the semblance of linear cause and effect are themselves delusional, born 

out of basic ignorance that has serious repercussions in our lives. To that end, speaking of 
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Buddhism, Joanna Macy claims that it's hard to find another value system where a doctrine of 

causality holds so explicit and so central a position, an argument that can readily be made for 

Infinite Jest as well.   

 Michael Pemulis is the character that best represents the fear of his Self's lack via his 

desire to control all outcomes through mathematical conceptualization––to ground his reality in 

things computational, explicit and predictable–– and is the reason why he is  "real sensitive to 

any theater-boundary-puncturing threats to the map's integrity.73" (333) But, as David Loy 

writes, the end of lack is not an effect that can be experienced at the conclusion of some causal 

chain, but the shattering of all causal chains insofar as they are our means for trying to overcome 

lack. (Loy 51) In order to become less fearful and predatory, Michael Pemulis needed to have 

experienced eschaton's disintegration and the demonstration that life cannot be reduced to linear 

cause-and-effect thinking, no matter how elegantly complex that kind of thinking might be. In 

finding the Buddhist middle way between determinacy and indeterminacy, it becomes essential 

to understand that the preconceptions and predispositions of the mind itself shape the reality it 

sees,74 which runs counter to commonsensical notions of a world "out there" distinct from and 

independent of a perceiving self. (Macy 19)  

 The very same needs to be said about Infinite Jest as a whole of which Eschaton is a 

microcosm. As much as we the readers want predictability, linearity, chronology, the tying up of 

                                                             
73 "Map" in IJ has many resonances; here it is Eschaton's map, but also a metaphor for one's 
body and mind and even life itself. For example, to "eliminate one's map" would be to commit 
suicide.  
74 As we've seen, Mario is the one character who's mind and body seem to work at the same 
"refracted" pace, in unison, leading to his complete integration and non-aversion toward anything 
that comes his way.  
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loose ends, and the semblance of control, Wallace denies us all of these. What we get instead is a 

peek into what Buddhist Freedom might look like and its attendant joys in being able to take 

pleasure in each and every small detail, no matter where they lead.  

 Via the doctrine of dependent co-arising, life is not a series of separate objects, each with 

its own subjective and possibly solipsistic point of view, but a series of relationships and 

intertwined connections that define and continue to act upon one another but not in the common-

sense linear way. In these terms, Infinite Jest is not something that exists, but something that 

happens and continues to happen without a resolution or final effect (the closure Wallace denies 

us makes sure of that). "Every link can be combined with another... and indeed, in whichever 

succession one chooses.... In this way we have neither a purely temporal, nor yet a purely logical 

causality, but a living, organic relationship, a simultaneous correlation, juxtaposition and 

succession of all the links, in which each, so to say, represents the transverse summation of all 

the others, and bears in itself its whole past as well as all the possibilities of its future." (Macy 

58) And so Infinite Jest cannot "be" without a reflexive (as opposed to passive) relationship with 

a reader. Its formal structure "involves an awareness of wholeness––a wide and intent openness 

or attentiveness wherein all factors can be included, their interrelationships beheld." (Macy 63)  
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Chapter 6: Art and "The Suffering Channel" 

 

And what's frustrating for me about the whiners is that precisely the state of 
general affairs that explains a nihilistic artistic outlook makes it imperative that 
art not be nihilistic.  ~DFW  (Fictional Futures and the Conspicuously Young)  

 

Because of the insatiable modern preoccupation with psychology, the latest and 
most powerful legacy of the Christian tradition of introspection, opened up by 
Paul and Augustine, which equates the discovery of the self with the discovery of 
the suffering self. For the modern consciousness, the artist (replacing the saint) is 
the exemplary sufferer. And among artists, the writer, the man of words, is the 
person to whom we look to be able best to express his suffering... As a man, he 
suffers; as a writer, he transforms his suffering into art.  

     ~ Susan Sontag "The Artist as Exemplary Sufferer"  
 

 

Roger Federer as Religious Experience 

 Religion makes an appearance in the title of DFW's August 20th, 2006 essay for the New 

York Times on Wimbledon called " Roger Federer as Religious Experience." The posthumous 

collection of essays in which it is republished is called Both Flesh and Not, which is likewise the 

original essay's new name in the collection. I'm not sure which editor changed the title or why, 

but I can make a guess: the essay is primarily about Federer and his kinesthetic genius and 

Wallace spends the majority of it describing the way Federer's physical gifts transcend normal 
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human limitation into the realm of the seemingly impossible; the essay was written for the New 

York Times' sports magazine Play, actually, so the emphasis was duly placed on the physicality 

of the sport and "flesh and not" resonates more with physicality than does "religious experience."   

 However, the essay's religious underpinning is tucked away near the end, in a footnote, 

which, having come to an understanding of Wallace's non-linear, dynamic equal-opportunity 

aesthetic, suggests that by placing it outside the essay's central narrative flow, he's attempting to 

emphasize rather than undermine the spiritual rumination therein.  

 The footnote comes near the very end of the essay in which Wallace finally describes the 

moment of "bloody near-religious experience" that was promised to him by the tournament's 

press bus driver: 

By the way, it's right around here, or the next game, watching, that 
three separate inner-type things come together and mesh. One is a 
feeling of deep personal privilege at being alive to get to see this; 
another is the thought that William Caines is probably somewhere 
here in the Center Court crowd, too, watching, maybe with his 
mum. The third thing is a sudden memory of the earnest way the 
press bus driver promised just this experience. Because there is 
one. It's hard to describe––it's like a thought that's also a feeling. 
One wouldn't want to make too much of it, or to pretend that it's 
any sort of equitable balance; that would be grotesque. But the 
truth is that whatever deity, entity, energy, or random genetic flux 
produces sick children also produced Roger Federer, and just look 
at him down there. Look at that. (Both Flesh and Not 32)  

 

 Wallace acknowledges his "religious" experience by deflating the term and calling it an 

"inner-type thing" that's also "hard to describe." But the three things Wallace articulates that 

make up this religious "inner-type thing" are 1) gratitude, 2) awareness of the experience being 

shared by others, and 3) a profound acceptance of a seemingly unbalanced distribution of earthly 
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gifts and curses that somehow, in its imbalance, is nonetheless an expression of beauty.  

 Backtracking a bit, William Caines, we learn in a few short asides in the body of the 

article, received the honor of flipping the coin to decide the match's first serve in honor of his 

having survived chemotherapy for liver cancer from the time he was two: "At which point one 

cannot, of course, imagine...a tiny child undergoing chemo, serious chemo, his mother having to 

watch, carry him home, nurse him, then bring him back to that place for more chemo. How did 

she answer her child's question––the big one, the obvious one? And who could answer hers. 

What could any priest or pastor say that wouldn't be grotesque?" (Both Flesh and Not 25)  

Wallace's use of the sick child in this essay is analogous to Dostoevsky's question that haunts 

Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov: why do children suffer? But whereas Ivan falls into despair, 

Wallace finds some kind of redemption by suffering's flip-side as represented by Federer's grace.  

 The essay ends with the suggestion that Federer's domination of professional tennis has 

as much to do with raw physical talent, the "skeleton," as it has to do with those intangible 

factors that are beyond the material, which somewhat paradoxically he terms the "flesh." So the 

extended metaphor of strength + transcendent spirit is entirely housed in a bodily metaphor of 

bones (the strength) and flesh (the ephemeral spirit), each made of earthy material. Federer's 

talents are therefore somehow transcendent without ever invoking some metaphysical higher 

realm, as would be the case if the metaphor were Federer = bones + spirit. 

 "He has, figuratively and literally, re-embodied men's tennis, and for the first time in 

years the game's future is unpredictable." (Emphasis mine) Once again, here, Wallace's focus is 

on Federer's body, its physical thing, and how that physicality can represent both the body and 

the higher realm without having to posit any metaphysical truths that can't be confirmed.  
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 The essay concludes with Wallace giving thanks for the inspiration of genius that Federer 

offers, and states that even though genius is not replicable, "inspiration, though, is contagious, 

and multiform––and even just to see, close up, power and aggression made vulnerable to beauty 

is to feel inspired and (in a fleeting, mortal way), reconciled." (Both Flesh and Not 33)   

 The matter of reconciliation raises the question of what, exactly, does Wallace feel is 

being reconciled through Federer's transcendent play? It's obviously not a reconciliation between 

Nadal and Federer, the essay's symbols of power and beauty, respectively, because it is beauty's 

ascendency that Wallace finds inspiring. Nor is it a reconciliation between the sickness of the 

child afflicted with cancer and the platonic athlete, because the child doesn't become Federer, he 

merely gets to watch him. The reconciliation is, I think, between the human realm and some 

higher metaphysical one: Federer is not somehow beyond the human realm, just as the sick child 

is not in any way below it: they are both made of flesh and bone. So when Wallace writes "that 

whatever deity, entity, energy, or random genetic flux produces sick children also produced 

Roger Federer," it's also true that whatever deity, entity, energy or random genetic flux produces 

Roger Federer, also produced the sick child. There is no need to make metaphysical assertions to 

explain either one. 

      This reconciliation is in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition the denial of any difference 

between Samsara and Nirvana75; there is not one bit of difference between the two, wrote 

Nagarjuna.76 

                                                             
75 Samsara is a Pali/Sanskrit term that describes life's tendency to repeat itself, a circling born 
out of the strategies we employ to cope with our compulsive, biologically inherited flights and 
fixations. Nirvana is the state in which we are free from this compulsive circling.  
76 "Nothing of samsara is different from nirvana, nothing of nirvana is different from samsara." 
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“The Suffering Channel” 

 "The Suffering Channel," the last lengthy novella in David Foster Wallace's 2004 

collection Oblivion, is in part about the way we insist that the world––shit and all––cannot be the 

paradise we've been promised. In terms of the Roger Federer essay, it is about the ways in which 

we refuse to reconcile the sickness of a child and the grace of an athlete; it's about a Buddhist 

deconstruction of the myth of a transcendental realm we keep seeking––in sport, in religion, in 

art–– when, in fact, the nirvana we're looking for is right before us.   

 The story starts with an editor at Style magazine explaining that it cannot publish an 

article featuring the work of an artist whose sculptures are made of shit:  

 'But they're shit.' 
 'And yet at the same time they're art. Exquisite pieces of art. They're literally incredible.'  

 'No, they're literally shit is literally what they are.' (238)  
 

 The story's opening line and rejoinder "But they're shit" implies that something "lesser" 

cannot at the same time be "greater"––it might be beautiful, but its material essence overrides its 

artistic qualities, by the editor's definition. This view is aligned with the Platonic and Judeo-

Christian modalities of perfect transcendent essences lying in a "beyond" of which the earthly 

material is a poor and failed imitation. A Buddhist response, on the other hand, would be closer 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
That which is the limit of nirvana is also the limit of samsara; there is not the slightest difference 
between the two." 
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to "And they're shit," which is the response Skip Atwater initially gives his editor in a failed 

effort at rhetorical persuasion.  

 Wallace has always had morality and art's purpose on his mind with regard to its place in 

culture, though it's only in his non-fiction that he explicitly engaged in polemical debate. His 

complaint, for example, against television is levied by way of analogy: TV is like a prostitute 

because a prostitute "is someone who, in exchange for money, affords someone else the form and 

sensation of sexual intimacy without any of the complex emotions or responsibilities that make 

intimacy between two people a valuable or meaningful human enterprise." Likewise, "My 

complaint against trash isn't that it's vulgar art, or irritatingly dumb art, but that, given what 

makes fiction art at all, trash is simply unreal, empty––and that (aided by mores of and by TV) it 

seduces the market writers need and the culture that needs writers away from what is real, full, 

meaningful." (Fictional Futures and the Conspicuously Young 54)  

 Wallace deliberately draws the conversation into the realm of the religious by invoking 

death into the framework of art's purpose and how "low art" (in this case television) has discrete 

moral repercussions:  

I claim that the fact that we are strongly encouraged to identify 
with characters for whom death is not a significant creative 
possibility has real costs... If we're the only animals who know in 
advance we're going to die, we're also probably the only animals 
who would submit so cheerfully to the sustained denial of this 
undeniable and very important truth. The danger is that, as 
entertainment's denials of the truth get even more effective and 
pervasive and seductive, we will eventually forget what they're 
denials of. This is scary. Because it seems transparent to me that, if 
we forget how to die, we're going to forget how to live. (Fictional 
Futures and the Conspicuously Young 51)  
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 "The Suffering Channel" is not only a story about art's purpose having lost its way, but 

also a reminder that, because we stopped insisting that art be meaningful and, if need be, 

uncomfortable on a reflexive level (rather than an intellectualized, aesthetic one), therefore and 

consequently we've stopped thinking about things like death.  

 Jennifer Shapland presented an insightful paper about "The Suffering Channel" in which 

she asked whether we are supposed to take seriously the artist who makes art out of shit; or in 

Wallace's terms, do we invariably turn to art for nothing but pleasure, so much so and so 

frequently that the first instinct we have, and one that we can't override, is that of course art's 

purpose is to entertain and give pleasure and that the shitting artist is ironic because what could 

possibly be pleasurable about shitty art? Shapland observes:  

In the reviews I’ve read, it seems that the majority of readers take 
“artist” ironically; the text offers this reading, making the 
connection between art and shit obvious from the first page. D. T. 
Max supports such a view in his article in The New Yorker on 
Wallace’s legacy, “David Foster Wallace’s Struggle to Surpass 
Infinite Jest”: it’s a story, he says “about a man for whom great art 
comes so easily he can defecate it.” However, there is nothing easy 
about Brint Moltke’s art in this story, nor about its interpretation. 
And so, I’d like to argue, instead, that the story uses the word 
“artist” quite seriously, and demands that it be read that way. To 
fail to do so is to align oneself with the majority of characters in 
the story, mostly interns and editors at Style magazine who fail to 
see art for what it is, and who produce instead glossy, slick 
entertainment in between ad spaces, while the 9/11 catastrophe 
looms in their near futures. (Shapland)  
 

 If we are to take seriously Wallace's claim that "entertainers can divert and engage and 

maybe even console; only artists can transfigure," (Fictional Futures 53) then what are we to do 

with a culture that is made uneasy by the prospect of artists who aren't motivated by the need to 
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entertain and give pleasure? It is this sphere where moralizing and "oughts" and "shouldnt's" 

tends to find their way into the argument. As one example, Wallace mentions in his 1995 essay 

about David Lynch, most critics either dismissed Blue Velvet as exploitative, or praised it for 

precisely the wrong, block-headed reasons. Roger Ebert's scathing review is a perfect example of 

the former: 

It seems to me that we can't divorce our reactions––it's not how 
Isabella Rosillini reacts to the fact that she's standing there nude 
and humiliated on the lawn of the police captain's house with lots 
of people watching, IT'S HOW I REACT, and that's painful to me 
to see a woman treated like that. (Blue Velvet “Siskel and Ebert”) 
 

 The logical implication of Ebert's argument is that movies that make him feel 

uncomfortable are bad movies. This kind of capital "M" morality originates from a fixed 

perspective that is, usually––almost always?––subconsciously conceived as the "right one" and 

consequently never challenged; even the mere idea of challenging the fixed perspective that is 

morality's womb is never even considered because it operates unseen and unheard. These 

insights are Nietzsche's contribution and don't need to be rehashed here.77 Wallace is merely 

reminding us that our culture is in a serious quagmire precisely because of our inability to 

examine our own fixed perspectives: "Maybe the real question is––how serious can people who 

have a right to be entertained permit 'serious' fiction to be anymore?" (Fictional Futures 51)  

 The perspective that's most dominant is the one that separates the "good" from the "bad" 

and allows us to find ground on which to stand at a distance and judge. Implicating himself 

rhetorically, Wallace confesses: "I like to judge. I like to be allowed to root for Justice To Be 

                                                             
77 Quite obviously they are also Buddha's. 



 

  220 

Done without the slight squirmy suspicion (so prevalent and depressing in real moral life) that 

Justice probably wouldn't be all that keen on certain parts of my character, either. (A Supposedly 

Fun Thing 207)  

 The reason some critics (like Ebert) hated Blue Velvet is because their "enduring and 

fanatical allegiance to moral verities that come right out of the nursery" were given no room to 

stand within Blue Velvet's nightmarish soup and consequently they were embroiled and 

implicated in the very thing they felt disgusted by. And the reason critics naively enjoyed Blue 

Velvet was because they convinced themselves the movie was about how evil lurks "beneath" the 

surface or is "hidden" away and easily ignored as long as you're not stupid enough to go 

snooping around where you shouldn't. Wallace argues instead that Lynch's movies are about how 

these moral polarities are never separate from one another: "This is what Lynch is about: both 

innocence and damnation; both sinned-against and sinning. Laura Palmer in Fire Walk with Me 

is both ‘good’ and ‘bad,’ and yet also neither: she's complex, contradictory, real, And we hate 

this possibility in movies; we hate this ‘both’ shit.78" (Lynch 211) Wallace's follows this with a 

coup de grace as far as his diagnosis and solution to our moralistic delusion: "But I submit that 

the real reason we criticized and dislike Lynch's Laura's muddy bothness is that it required of us 

an empathetic confrontation with the exact same muddy bothness in ourselves and our intimates 

that makes the real world of moral selves so tense and uncomfortable, a bothness we go to the 

movies to get a couple hours' fucking relief from." (Bold emphasis mine) Roger Ebert is 

outraged that he's asked to witness the suffering and humiliation of another being; Wallace is 

suggesting that our aversion to empathy is the very reason why we've become moralistic and 

                                                             
78 I see the seeds of "The Suffering Channel" in this phrase. 
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incapable and unwilling to investigate life's bigger questions that don't always come with 

"happy" answers.  

 

 When and for what reasons does a pathogenically shy and introverted man who needs to 

run the sink, shower, and radio when he uses the toilet, how does this man end up, at story's end, 

on a transparent toilet, aloft in the air, on television, with cameras and monitors surrounding him 

as he is forced to "create," live, one of his shit-statues? At what point and for what reasons has 

the artist's art devolved into the most perverted of spectacles?  

 The artist's name is Brint Moltke, but Wallace emphasizes his features allegorically by 

predominantly referring to him as "the artist." This pattern of labeling applies to several other 

characters as well, though not to the same repeated and exaggerated sense, but enough so that we 

know that each character's worth is seen predominantly as a function of his job, a consistent sign 

of the commodification issues at hand. So there's the artist, and Skip is referred to as the 

journalist, and the interns refer to their editors as salarymen. The question of a person's value 

becomes a question of what they produce; Brint's value as a human is therefore equated with the 

value of his art. Wallace doesn't stop the Marxist critique of men alienated by their labor there, 

however. What's even more important than the art is the ecology of its production, which I 

suggest is a buddhist inquiry: what matters in this story and for Wallace is less the final 

outcome––the aesthetics of art––than the intention of the endeavor and the reason for art to exist 

in the first place. As the artist's wife admits, what makes them special is the way they were made, 

not what they looked like. And the way they are made is emphatically with zero human 

connectivity and empathy between the artist and the suffering channel and Style magazine.  
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 This story is therefore not so much about the artist per se as it is about the way Skip 

Atwater goes about his business of trying to write the story about the artist. In fact, the artist is a 

near-non-entity throughout. Well, that's not quite true. What the artist represents is itself a focal 

question of the story, but it is clear that he's in part functioning as the symbolic "key" to the story 

that remains deliberately and explicitly cryptic, forcing us to ask not what art looks like but what 

do we do with it, how do we approach something nearly impossible to delineate?  

 Wallace accentuates the artist's simultaneous non-presence and quasi-mystical nature by 

focusing on his near-pathological silence and the repeated gesture he makes with his hands, a 

perfect lap level circle formed with his thumbs and forefingers that looked like an aperture or 

target. (248) This feature of the artist is emphasized three separate times throughout the story, 

with this one being the most explicit:  

No analogy for the digital waist level circle or aperture or lens or 
target or orifice or void seemed quite right, but it struck [Skip] 
Atwater as definitely the sort of tic or gesture that meant 
something––the way in dreams and certain kinds of art things were 
never merely things but always seemed to stand for something else 
that you couldn't quite put your finger on––and the journalist had 
already shorthanded several reminders to himself to consider 
whether the gesture was some kind of unconscious visible code or 
might be a key to the question of how to represent the artist's 
conflicted response to his extraordinary but also undeniably 
controversial and perhaps even repulsive talent. (253) 
 

Wallace elsewhere refers to this hand position as the artist's "digital mudra" (305) that is a 

technical term in Buddhism signifying a symbolic gesture in rituals, including meditation. 

Ultimately, Skip keeps revisiting the artist's mudra in his mind without being able to interpret it 

beyond it being "some kind of signal" with which he "could get no further." (312) The artist 
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therefore comes to embody a kind of emptiness that could be anything, that communicates 

something but that something is not predetermined and certainly not functional in a utilitarian 

way.  

 As he's thinking about what the hand gesture might mean, Skip recalls that as a child, 

"whenever something painful or unpleasant happened to his body, he got the queer sense that he 

was in fact not a body that occupied space but rather just a body shaped area of space itself, 

impenetrable but empty, with a certain vacuous roaring sensation we tend to associate with 

empty space." (313) This passage reminded me of the way Buddhist scholar David Loy explains 

time: we are not in time so much as we are time,79 in much the same way a jar is not in space 

but, because it itself has spatial dimensions––and how can space itself be in space?––a jar can be 

thought of what space is doing with itself in a particular place.80  

 So from Skip's fleeting thoughts about what the artist's symbol of "emptiness" means, he 

begins to consider the implications about himself and how he's not so much solid as he is 

"spatial" and therefore indeterminate and much closer to fleeting than to something permanent. 

This passage is an important moment in the story, I think, because it underscores Skip's bothness: 

he is capable of having Buddhist-oriented thoughts of non-egoic, non-grasping mind that make 

his ultimate betrayal of the artist that much sadder.  

 Jarringly, the next thing Skip notices is that the print of a clown in his hotel room, whose 
                                                             
79 Loy's explanation is actually an exegesis of Zen Master Dogen's conception of "being-time." 
80 Peter Hershock explains it this way: "One of the more challenging implications for sociality 
entailed by a relational view of personhood is that, strictly speaking, we are not located 
anywhere at all. At the very least, the impermanence of all things insures that, as persons, we are 
temporally ambiguous or indeterminate...If we arise interdependently, and if all causes are 
projective (identified as a function of selecting horizons for relevance and hence inquiry) and not 
substantial in nature, we are also spatially indeterminate." (Liberating Intimacy 43)  
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face is made of vegetables, was "essentially soul killing," but when he attempted to take it down 

he discovered it was "bolted or glued and could not be moved." Likewise, in order to unplug the 

TV, he would have to move the dresser unit which, too, was "bolted to the wall and could not be 

budged." (314) 

 By juxtaposing the emptiness of the artist's mudra in its literal and symbolic connotation 

with Skip's daydreams about feeling closer to space than to a solid body, we feel the jarring 

effect of being in a hotel room where objects are clearly defined and bolted down, fixed, and 

permanent. The unease of this relativity of perspective helps signal the extent to which we've 

bolted down art from an open mudra into a predefined object, much like the grotesque clown 

made of vegetables is a sign of nourishment gone horribly wrong.  

 Shortly after this series of thoughts, Skip begins to step out of his hotel room and nearly 

steps on a cake left outside his door. It says "HELP ME" and, Wallace wryly implies "was not 

made of icing." This cry for help is essentially the only thing the artist ever communicates for the 

duration of the story. But despite the lack of ambiguity about the message, nor any question 

about who sent it, Skip thinks to himself "In a sense, the content of the message was obliterated 

by the overwhelming fact of its medium and implied mode of production." (315) In other words, 

the tragedy of the story is less that the artist as a human being is a cipher who never gets heard, 

nor that the story ends with the most grotesque form of his (the artist's) humiliation, but that 

Skip, a guy who is described as having "compassion, of a certain frothy sort" (270) and "a 

measure of true empathy," that the qualifiers in those clauses have become too frothy and too 

measured.  

 How is it, therefore, that a man whose given name is Virgil––he who guides Dante 
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through Hell––ends up being called Skip? How is it that this man who is sincere in his 

profession, a consummate pro according to his co-workers in a job that is journalistic "human 

interest," that he not only ignores an unambiguous cry for help but becomes the reason for the 

artist's ultimate humiliation by selling the artist's story to the suffering channel, which is a 

channel on television that, unsurprisingly, broadcasts live footage of human suffering?  

 The answer Wallace gives, I think, is comprehensively Buddhist in nature. The issue isn't 

some form of nihilism in which life is shit––because as all the characters––Skip, Amber, the 

interns––demonstrate throughout the story, despite there being no shortage of shit and menstrual 

blood and all sorts of other messy and impolite bodily functions, there's likewise no qualm to be 

had in talking about these things, even over lunch and Nicoise salad. Everyone in this story eats; 

in fact, one of the restaurants where Skip talks to the artist and his wife is called EAT. So just as 

there's no shortage of shit, there's no shortage of suffering, as per the Buddha’s first noble truth. 

But it's not shit/suffering's ubiquity that's perverse or the problem; what's perverse is that there 

exists a suffering channel on which to view it.  

 Wallace devotes a large portion of the narrative to celebrity culture and fashion and the 

mindset of people who work at Big Soft Glossy magazines that ply their trade in just those 

things. The critique is nothing new, though Wallace is sure to offer his teleological opinion by 

asking "How far along the final arc would Slo Mo High Def Full Sound Celebrity Defecation 

be?" (296) 

 More interesting for me is Wallace's analysis for why this kind of culture has become so 

predominant; how, in other words, does a hard-working Midwesterner become inured to other 

people's suffering?  
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 Most obvious is the egoic character of the artist's wife, Amber, a name that signifies an 

ossification of what used to be alive, and who is portrayed (repeatedly––perhaps the descriptions 

of her body are the most frequently revisited trope throughout the novella) as positively huge in 

physical size. She is in no uncertain terms selling her husband to Style magazine, which is their 

chance "to be known, to matter." (283) Her humongous ego, represented by her physical size, has 

found a solution in fame and is willing to do whatever it takes "to somehow stand out," 

neglecting to see the irony of already being literally huge.  

 In trying to come to an understanding of terms about how to proceed with the story about 

her husband, she and Skip get stuck inside a car during an Indiana rainstorm, a closed-off 

Pynchonian system of entropy in which their breath is intertwined and in which she injures him 

in a sexual advance that Skip didn't invite but didn't ward off either. Her interest in becoming 

famous and selling the art literally suffocates Skip––he's caught in her egoic system with little 

ventilation and "could taste his own carbon dioxide in the car's air." (277) The artist's wife's view 

of her husband's art as "the doodads" represents capitalism's privileging of price stickers over 

any kind of depth of meaning and Skip becomes physically overwhelmed by it.  

 The same can be said of the suffering channel itself, which is described as a revenue 

stream sold to a venture-capitalistic enterprise in Brasil that cares about nothing but a certain 

level of profit. Suffering is hereby literally outsourced to a nameless, faceless contingent far 

away from where the actual suffering takes place. And in order to run his own feature about the 

artist in Style magazine Skip had to negotiate a live performance of the artist on the suffering 

channel so that he himself could write about the controversy that was surely going to ensue. 

 The celebrity paradox which allows a magazine like Style to exist is predicated on––and 
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here we have the narrator's commentary–– "the conflict between the subjective centrality of our 

own lives versus our awareness of its objective insignificance. Atwater knew ––as did everyone 

at Style, though by some strange unspoken consensus it was never said aloud –– that this was the 

single great informing conflict of the American psyche. The management of insignificance. It 

was the great syncretic bond of US monoculture." (284) Celebrities themselves, Wallace 

suggests, are attractive to us because they are not functioning as real people at all, but as 

something more like symbols of themselves. (285) This phenomenon is precisely what Buddhists 

term our "sense of self," except with celebrity culture that "sense" is projected outward, rather 

than inward.  

 In the cases I've just mentioned, the unifying thread is the way this sense of being 

impermanent, insignificant, and closer to a projection than a fixed being leads us to strategies in 

which we turn our feelings of discomfort and unease into fixed commodities. These, in turn, can 

be sensationalized, stylized and help turn disgust into spectacle, helping us distance our 

discomfort even further. As Heather Houser argued, disgust is potentially rehabilitating. 

Everyone in this story, however, wants to attenuate disgust by stylizing it.  

 Wallace had read Tolstoy's What is Art? and highlighted this passage: “A man suffers, 

expressing his sufferings by groans and spasms, and this suffering transmits [circled] itself to 

other people…And it is upon this capacity of man to receive another man’s expression of feeling 

and experience those feelings himself, that the activity of art is based.” (David Foster Wallace 

Library, HRC)  

 What is lacking in our contemporary modern life is therefore not art and aesthetic 

sensibility––we can still tell shit from non-shit, apparently––but our inability to receive whatever 
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went into the making of that art and whatever that art's moral and ethical impetus was. If 

suffering is a channel, then art's channel––that through which connection and interconnection has 

to travel to be transmitted––has become clogged up with our management strategies at 

attempting to avoid our own insignificance. Just like the Buddha diagnosed, our self-

centeredness precludes us from experiencing the overwhelming freedom and beauty of the 

universe in its entirety.  

 What's really missing, in other words, is a developed, rather than a measured, sense of 

empathy and connectedness and interdependence with others. So not only is Skip's unfortunate 

sexual encounter with Amber horribly clinical and unethical due to the breach in journalistic 

integrity, but it takes place inside a car that's sinking into the mud, isolated and boxed in from the 

more virile storm raging outside while all of Skip's humanism is symbolically being squashed by 

Amber's ego.  

 But even more frightening is that Wallace sets this story in the late summer of 2001, in 

Style magazine's offices at the top of the World Trade center. Hints of the US's most tragic day of 

suffering are few and far between until one of the interns, having concluded her lunchtime 

workout and mapped out a plan on how to get the suffering channel involved with exploiting the 

artist, is noted in a point-blank flat non-sequiter, delivered by the narrator, as having "ten weeks 

to live." (326)  

 So nobody in the story had any idea the tragedy is coming. Which, of course, was true of 

the United States itself. But should we have? Or have we been unable to see the suffering we've 

inflicted on others as real, beyond a projected image of our natural goodness? Had our own focus 

on celebrity spectacle and the management of our own insignificance just about ensured that 
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such tragedy was on its way? That seems to be Wallace's karma-inflected thesis, predicated on 

the observation that erected boundaries between "us" and "them" are no different than between 

the dehumanizing boundaries we've erected between "art" and "artist."  

 This oblique treatment of 9/11 is the extent of Wallace's writing about that tragic day.81 

In its indirect and slant genealogy of the tragedy, it is a story that presents us with the opposite of 

Ebert's moralizing outrage at watching people suffer. Here, from this perspective, instead of 

fixing our morality as given, we turn the emptiness and openness and all encompassing circle of 

art––the symbolic mudra––into a commodity so that what we witness doesn't register as human 

but merely as spectacle. And thus we have both sides of the same coin: moral righteousness on 

one, and moral vacancy on the other. How might we find a way out of our systematic and 

tragedy-engendering tendency to moral coin-flipping ?  

 "The Suffering Channel" seems to suggest that in our own contemporary culture 

creativity and improvisation are mistrusted and resisted as anarchic and thereby forcibly turned 

into mere, colonizing spectacle. As Zen Buddhist scholar Peter Hershock writes in Liberating 

Intimacy, "we typically think of artistic genius as being cultivated––if at all––only by breaking 

societal norms, by forcing ourselves into situations where no habit will allow us to survive. We 

must flirt with psychic and spiritual disaster to produce great art––often without any approval or 

encouragement from our contemporaries." (Emphasis mine, 224) What Hershock is pointing out 

is that in a culture of individuals acting out of their own self-interest, the only way artists can tap 

into anything meaningful is by breaking with accepted societal norms and consequently paying a 

                                                             
81 In his fiction, I mean. He wrote a non-fiction article "The View From Ms. Thomson's 
House."  
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heavy price for their artistic transgressions. Which is the reason why "The Suffering Channel" 

ends in horror for the artist who is engulfed by a voyeuristic glare of light coming from the 

feedback loop of the suffering channel's camera and the camera's monitor: he is entirely isolated 

from all that is human and engulfed entirely by the "light" of spectacle and commodification. 

 In his annual performance review for the Indianapolis Star, Skip hears his editor tell him 

that “He had no innate sense of tragedy or preterition or complex binds or any of the things that 

made human beings’ misfortunes significant to one another. He was all upbeat angle.” (270) In 

order to cultivate surface-polish in his writing, Skip had to relinquish the consideration of 

complexity and the interdependence of lives because magazines like Style and Surface simply 

can't accommodate complexity and art's potential for eliciting genuine disgust without alienating 

the coddled readership base. This commodification of value is the heart of "The Suffering 

Channel"'s diagnosis of how the potential depth of Virgil turned into the shallowness of Skip, 

and the reason Skip was so easily seduced by Style at the cost of another human being's dignity. 

Multiply this effect globally and exponentially and 9/11 stops being such a surprise.   

 One of Peter Hershock's insightful contributions to Buddhist scholarship rests on his 

explanation of Buddhist enlightenment––the realization that the isolated "sense of self" is 

illusory––as something that is engendered socially rather than individually. I think we can 

therefore better understand "The Suffering Channel" via an argument in his book Reinventing the 

Wheel: A Buddhist Response to the Information Age:  

The commodification of values itself express a value––that of 
individually centered control over the content of our experience. It 
renders both economically and politically expedient the 
disengagement of values from the patterns of meaningful 
interdependence to which they were originally native––patterns not 
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only among the various members of a community, but between 
that community and its human and other-than-human contexts. As 
commodities, values can be readily preserved, but only because 
they have been rendered dramatically sterile––incapable of taking 
part in the improvisation of meaning. (101)  
 

 As a story about how everything can be commodified and sterilized––needs that originate 

out of our urge to fix and stabilize meaning––"The Suffering Channel" is a continuation of 

Infinite Jest's exploration of mutual causality and general systems theory and what happens when 

we fail to understand the world in these terms.  

A system generates order in unexpected ways, and is capable of 
producing sums larger than their parts. Collections, on the other 
hand, are nothing more than aggregates that behave in at least 
statistically predictable fashions.... Systems theorists place great 
emphasis on the fact that an open system is in dynamic energy 
exchange––a relationship of mutual contribution––with its 
environment.... Collections [on the other hand] are a form of 
pollution, and collecting things is a way of producing waste. 
Because the stuff we collect in satisfaction of our consumer wants 
are not organically or systemically related, they will never take 
care of themselves. Nor will they nurture us. (Reinventing the 
Wheel 219-220)  
 

 Wallace has therefore conjured a vicious and un-holy cycle: we EAT in a way that is 

closer to consumption than it is to nourishment––e.g. recall the enormous physical body of the 

artist's wife, and the bolted-down creepy print of a clown made of vegetables––and then we 

produce waste; but even if the waste itself is somehow a miracle and "incredible" as Skip 

suggests at the story's beginning before he himself falls tragically into the cycle, we find a way to 

commodify that as well by first collecting it and then exploiting the collection for corporate 

profit. So as our egoic need to collect and stabilize turns into inevitable waste, even art loses its 
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power to transform because it, too, has become co-opted into the cycle.  

 Equally tragic and horrifying is the possibility that the artist himself, the human being 

responsible for the art, becomes ensnared in the commodity cycle which is exactly what happens 

at end of the story with the artist sitting on a clear Lucite commode unit atop a ten foot platform 

of tempered glass: "suspended from the studio's lighting grid to a position directly before the 

commode unit, a special monitor taking feed from below will give the artist visual access to his 

own production for the first time ever in his career." (328) This modern-day perversion of 

narcissus is pretty much Wallace's worst nightmare and reflects the warning of the ancient 

Buddhist Nagarjuna: those who ossify the "emptiness of all things" into a belief system are truly 

without hope.  

 The suffering channel itself is emblematic of the kind of system that is closed off from 

any dynamic interactions. It is owned by R. Vaughn Corliss, who, to show you what kind of guy 

he is, "reviews in close detail a special collector's series of photographs of people on fire entitled 

People on Fire." (272) Thus, taking after its owner, the suffering channel offers only images of 

suffering and is entirely iconic. At the story's end, the artist is himself turned into a living icon, 

entirely at the cost of his humanity. In attempting to understand this phenomenon from a 

Buddhist perspective, Hershock writes that the postmodern information-age sensibility 

Promotes increasingly iconic awareness, an awareness attuned 
almost exclusively to the symbolic rather than the sensory. Since 
health of information economy depends on attention circulating at 
usefully high rates along pathways of corporate advantage, 
situations that produce a sense of contentment and a willingness to 
appreciatively come to rest are anathema. From this it follows that 
the reduction of things to signs is the essence of good business in 
the Information age, a new and postmodern development 
imperative. Things are attractive or repulsive, to be sure. They 
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continue to direct attention. But in a very real sense they no longer 
matter. They have been flattened into mere signs devoid of any 
intrinsic value.  (Wheel 166)   

  

 Wallace’s own Buddhist insight isn’t that shit is by its nature repulsive. Shit is shit. In 

fact, that shit can literally be art is an imaginative concession he's willing to make; there is no 

material in the universe that has a fixed substance and identity, shit included.   

 The problem is when we privilege spectacle and the media-entertainment complex and 

image above human relationships and empathy; aversion arises when we re-contextualize 

nourishment in ways that pervert it and turn it into modes of managing our sense of 

insignificance, which we fill up with style/media/pleasure/ambition/celebrity/fame/spectacle. 

Instead of transforming life’s suffering, its shit and samsara into nirvana by realizing that shit = 

art, that they are one and the same, we disassociate the two and by keeping them separate we 

continue chasing spectacles that rob us of our empathy for others and leave us feeling more alone 

than ever. "By adding possessions, we increase the size and security of hothouse aggregations we 

refer to as our 'selves.' But we also render ourselves incapable of living in a world that takes care 

of itself, where meaning emerges spontaneously, where order grows rather than being imposed, 

and where we gather as true communities rather than merely coexisting in one or another form of 

collectivity." (221)  

 "The Suffering Channel" dramatizes the danger of privileging abstract aesthetic values 

over the ecological relationships that produced them. And the culture of commodification's first 

victim is empathy, a sensibility of presence between people that requires two-way dynamic 

feedback rather than the sterility of iconic self-interest. The artist in this story never receives any 
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and is humiliated for even asking. This horrific diagnosis of modern culture is in part why we 

now need qualifiers before words that, according to Wallace, have become endangered species: 

thus empathy and art no longer signify and we needed to invent "True empathy" and "genuine 

art" to take their place.   

 The suffering channel's motto is "CONSCIOUSNESS IS NATURE'S NIGHTMARE". 

(282) What Wallace is suggesting through his self-centered, corporate, celebrity-crazed 

characters is that it is our self-conscious distinctions between nature and self that create the 

chasm for subject/object divisions, internal and external, and the space for samsara to appear 

apart and different from nirvana.  

 In "Roger Federer as Religious Experience," Wallace's conclusion is that both the sick 

child and Federer are made of the same clay. In his essay on Blue Velvet, Wallace asks us to 

accept the movie's premise that "evil" does not lurk underneath us but is part of who we are. This 

profound acceptance of "bothness" is what the characters of "The Suffering Channel" are unable 

to do. The story's setting on the eve of 9/11 thereby makes for a profound diagnosis of the ways 

which this denial helps us spin our own web of suffering.  
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Chapter 7 Pale King: Understanding “No-Self” Through Systems Theory 

As the imposer of limits and ends, Mara cannot tolerate the limitless and endless 
nature of astonishment.  

         ~ Stephen Batchelor  
 

It turns out that the hardest thing is not accomplishing great deeds or even having 
profoundly mystical experiences, but not seeking, making, or getting anything at 
all. The real problem is that the intent to practice or attain enlightenment––to 
relinquish all of our horizons for readiness, responsibility, and relevance––is the 
very thing that makes this impossible. The apparent paradox and indeed the great 
irony is that ‘you’ and ‘I’ must decide to forfeit all hope of enlightenment for 
enlightenment to occur. At least for the Chan tradition, this is the true meaning of 
the bodhisattva vow.  
           ~Peter Hershock  (Liberating Intimacy146-147) 

 
Our civilization has failed the individual in failing to infuse him with an 
understanding of the larger dimensions of self as the servant of... a larger 
ecosystem.  

             ~ Joanna Macy (Mutual Causality 114) 
  

Wallace and Buddhist Awareness 

 David Foster Wallace was not a Buddhist (and not just in the way that even Buddhists 

will deny being Buddhists). I mean he was on his own as far as any religious affiliation was 

concerned. Even his claim of going to church regularly was but a way of keeping true to the 

“anonymous” part of alcoholics anonymous.  
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 And yet it is clear that he was deeply and fundamentally concerned with literature’s 

purpose beyond pleasure giving and entertainment. So much so, in fact, that he repeatedly used 

meta-fiction’s toolkit to thematically question literature's own function like an unflattering 

fluorescently lit mirror. His writing was about finding redemptive purpose in a world caught up 

in the pursuit of false idols and about establishing a connection between the reader that was 

beyond that of a consumer of canned goods and the alienated writer that made them.  

 What I found in his work is likewise never explicitly Buddhist––how could it be?––but is 

rather implicitly aligned with some of buddhism’s thematic, philosophical, and formal 

approaches to living and, in this case, writing and thinking.  

 The scholarly work that has been done on Wallace up to now has predominantly focused 

on postmodern theoretical concerns and what it means for Wallace to have been a post-

postmodernist. These are all useful approaches and have helped in our understanding of 

Wallace’s development as a writer and his contribution to the american literary tradition. It is 

important to understand how Wallace conceived of irony and why he wanted to move beyond 

John Barth’s blueprint of self-conscious self-referentiality.  

 Not much, however, has been examined with regard to the spiritual side of Wallace's 

writing, which is precisely the facet that has attracted so many readers to his work. And not just 

attracted––different literary styles come and go with the tide––but profoundly affected beyond 

mere admiration. See as proof his rank as The Harry Ransom Center’s most active archival 

collection; or the absence of a Pulitzer Prize in 2012 as a direct consequence of the publication of 

his posthumous novel The Pale King and the ensuing literary debate about whether a prize of 

such stature can be given to a work that was far from finished. And let’s not forget that his 
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writing was too difficult and too demanding for the growing readerly attraction to have been 

founded on pleasure alone, despite his gift of providing lots of that, too.  

 Whatever claims I make for Wallace as a Buddhist writer have to therefore be considered 

in a quasi-polemical manner. In looking for ways in which Buddhism could be a helpful lens 

through which to view his work––because of the ways it can help swing the conversation toward 

the more spiritual realm––I began seeing all sorts of nails because I held a banging device in my 

hand. Some of my claims, therefore, feel forced. Others, however, feel organic and natural. 

Despite the polemic nature, however, I don’t in any way whatsoever insist on Wallace as a 

Buddhist writer; rather, I’ve tried to make some connections where others didn’t see one in a 

way that hasn’t been explored extensively, beyond passing remarks like George Saunders’s, who 

claimed he was our greatest American Buddhist writer.  

 This kind of investigation is obviously beyond proof, and at best could be read as another 

purely theoretical exercise that tries to push square pegs in round holes. But ultimately I think it 

is worth more than that because of the way people’s lives have been changed by his writing. If 

we can better understand how the buddhist elements in his work helped precipitate that change, 

an even greater depth of understanding and transformation might ensue in the lived lives of 

Wallace's readers.  

 Wallace made several attempts at Buddhist inquiry over the course of his life. D.T. Max's 

biography mentions that Wallace had become interested in Buddhism while working on the draft 

of Infinite Jest way back in 1992 and passed out some books Buddhist books to people he was 

close to. During his years at Bloomington, Max wrote that Wallace "became interested in yoga 
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and mediation and practiced them regularly."82 (231) In the summer of 2001 he went to a two-

week retreat in France under the Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh but wrote to DeLillo that he left 

early because "the food was bad." (262) The true reason was probably closer to the fact that 

smoking and coffee were prohibited and his addictions got the better of him.  

 But he began to specifically inquire about Zen buddhist meditation practice in 2005 as 

part of a correspondence with Christopher Hamacher, a Buddhist Zen practitioner that helped 

answer some of his initial questions. He in turn started practicing zazen meditation and remained 

active in the practice until his mental health began to deteriorate. Karen Green, his widow, told 

me that he would often sit at weird hours of the day/night. Among the many ways his death was 

a tragedy, not least is that his mental health started to deteriorate before his practice could 

support him enough to help him see through his own mind's projections. But in very much the 

way only great artists are capable of, Wallace nonetheless continued to transform his own 

suffering and tragedy into a gift of insight for the rest of us despite the highest costs for his doing 

so. 

  The work Wallace published while still alive fulfills an important and essential first 

series of steps in Buddhist practice, which are, in sum, the reflective ability to acknowledge that 

something is wrong. It's quite plausible in fact to read all of his work in this diagnostic manner: 

television, drugs, misogyny, nihilism, solipsism, fraud etc. As such, Wallace was at home with 

the first two noble truths. But it is finally in his work on The Pale King that he started to stumble, 

                                                             
82 This is obviously incorrect, given that in 2005 he was asking very basic meditation questions. 
It's unclear, therefore, what kind of meditation Wallace was practicing and whether it was closer 
to a new-age form of spirituality than it was to zazen. And as any dedicated Buddhist practitioner 
will tell you, Buddhism without meditation practice is like trying to swim without water.  
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however tentatively and inconclusively, away from diagnosis and toward a pragmatic––which 

here I mean non-theoretical and actionable––solution. 

 When Wallace was given an advance for Infinite Jest by his future editor Michael Pietsch 

at Little, Brown, DFW had to explain his public distaste for another of Pietsch's most well-

known writers:  

Brains and wit and technical tightrope-calisthenics are powerful 
tools in fiction, but I believe that when they're used primarily to 
keep the reader at arm's length they're being abused––they are 
functioning as defense mechanisms. Leyner is a hidden writer, as 
so many exhibitionists and actors and comedians and intellectuals 
are hidden. I do not wish to be a hidden person, or a hidden writer: 
it is lonely. (Max, 172)  
 

 Wallace is here implicitly evoking the essential social aspect of Buddhist practice that 

Peter Hershock labels as foundational to the understanding of Chan/Zen enlightenment and to the 

resolution of our troubles:  

Enlightenment should never be conceived as something which we 
acquire through our actions and effort and which then enables us to 
help others alleviate their suffering. That way of seeing matters is–
–at least from the Ch’an perspective––entirely mistaken. Instead, 
enlightenment is given directly in the sociality of our conduct, in 
the creative movement of our entire narration. There can be no 
solitary salvation––no private liberation which is attained at some 
special ‘here’ and then spread out to encompass ‘other.’(Liberating 
Intimacy 197) 
 

 The Pale King, Wallace's final, unfinished project, is a novel about IRS agents and about 

the institution that houses them, and about a significant shift taking place in its mission 

statement. But the question Wallace is most concerned to ask reflects Hershock's own: not what 
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are the facts of the IRS, but in what direction is the IRS moving? Or as one of Wallace's co-AA 

members would tell him, "replace God with Good Orderly Direction." (Max 179) The question I 

myself want to ask of The Pale King is this: after all the diagnostics that preceded its 

composition, what direction did he see modern contemporary America moving and by what 

means could we ensure that the direction was one toward freedom and unconditioned happiness 

rather than toward addiction, terror, and loneliness? Or put another way, to what extent is it fair 

to read The Pale King on a more literal Buddhist level? Whereas my other readings are for the 

most part making implicit Buddhist correspondences explicit, to what extent are Buddhist 

philosophies in the Pale King already on the surface of its otherwise literary depths?  

 I am going to write about The Pale King in its unfinished & conjectural state as though 

Wallace himself had arranged it this way because all intuitions about what the final version 

might have looked like don't in any way help us make sense of what is, in fact, there. To this end, 

I acknowledge that what I'm therefore interpreting is a work of fiction co-produced by Wallace 

and Michael Pietsch, his editor. But given Pietsch's meticulousness and long-time experience of 

having worked with Wallace on Infinite Jest, I implicitly trust his judgement of this version 

being the one closest to what the finished "unfinished" book might have looked like.83  

 This teleological uncertainty of The Pale King as an unfinished product has a Buddhist-

tinged silver-lining. It reminds us, in an emphatically tactile manner, that the question of whether 

the means justify the ends is a delusory question. That's because here, in The Pale King, there is 

no proper "end" (as was only half the case with IJ because it had a finished plot if not a finished 

                                                             
83 The greatest difficulties for Pietsch were in arranging the seemingly un-chronological 
sections; the editing of the pages themselves was light given Wallace's predilection for constant 
revision and polish during the composition phase. (PK viii) 
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story). A Buddhist would further argue that there are no proper "ends" in life either (i.e. the 

bromide about the importance of journey over the destination).   

Dependent Co-Arising and Systems Theory 

 Joanna Macy makes this point by contrasting the Buddhist view of paticca samuppada, 

or dependent co-arising, with the long-standing Western Aristotelian tradition in which the linear 

causal paradigm approaches form and matter as a dichotomy that assumes that the goal "out 

there" has an existence independent of ourselves or the methods we employ. Consequently, the 

goal appears more real and more valuable than the activities its existence engenders. Quoting 

Aristotle––"Wherever there are certain ends over and above the actions themselves, it is [their] 

nature... to be better than the activities"––Macy concludes that this linear paradigm leads to 

instrumentalist thinking which tends to privilege the means; morality is then reduced to, at best, a 

secondary concern. In Aristotle's and our western-philosophical world, Telos, the sake for which 

one acts, is trump.  

 But in Buddhist philosophy and its deep kinship with systems theory and mutual 

causality––about which lots more ahead!––"the goal is not something 'out there,' aloof from our 

machinations, but rather a function of the way itself, interdependent with our acts... Such a view 

breaches the instrumentalist dichotomy between the pragmatic and the moral, for here means are 

not subordinate to ends so much as creative of them––they are ends-in-the-making." 

Furthermore, because there is a two-way relationship between goal and the means to achieve it, 

the goals themselves can be seen as emergent and never completely realizable.  This satisfaction 

in incomplete satisfaction or out-of-reachness would be anathema to behaviorist psychologists, 

who assume that the organism seeks tension reduction instead of deliberate tension accrual, like 
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we see in Infinite Jest's structure and the structure of The Pale King. (Macy 208-209)  

 Because Wallace had been working on it for over a decade, and because it was never 

finished, what we have in The Pale King is––however begrudgingly and tragically––an ever-

unfolding vision of the journey itself. Because its unfinished state is in my interpretation a value 

in and of itself, there is no sense in bemoaning what could have been when what already is has so 

much to offer us. As we learned from Infinite Jest, telos was not one of Wallace's primary 

concerns; with his death and the novel that remained, he undermines it in the most dramatic 

fashion.  

 I could, in fact, write this entire chapter on The Pale King's epigraph and its conspicuous 

alliance with mutual causality and systems theory:  

We fill pre-existing forms and when we 
fill them we change them and are changed.  

 ––Frank Bidart, "Borges and I" 
  

 D.T. Max implies in his biography that Wallace had found Bidart's poem and intended to 

use it as the epigraph; maybe so, or maybe Michael Pietsch was the one who put it as the book's 

opening? I need to visit the archives to find out for sure, but I'll assume it was obvious to Pietsch 

that this was Wallace's intended opening salvo.  

 So there is, of course, the pun on "forms" as suggestive of the IRS and bureaucracy and 

Max sees it as a reflection that "neatly connects to Wallace's core interest in the IRS: how does it 

change a person's internal life to work at something as dull as monitoring tax returns." (257) 

 But this epigraph is also the indication that Wallace was interested in thinking not in 
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terms of linearity and an unidirectional cause and effect, but rather in terms of feedback loops 

and systems theory. The key to understanding why this epigraph is indicative of a Buddhist 

framework is found in the last clause, "and are changed." In linear causality, it makes sense for 

one entity to interact with another and for change to occur in a way that is predictable and 

mechanistic because linearity presupposes independent objects that interface with one another 

but which changes are unidirectional. For Aristotle, this was the theory of the Unmoved Mover, 

posited as the cause of the beginnings of the universe in which order requires permanence. So the 

first part of the epigraph makes sense from the linear and causal perspective: one form interacts 

with another and a new thing is made. But for that to happen there needs be a "pre-existing" form 

that's separate from the rest and identifiable as such. This "pre-existing" form is a metaphysical 

assertion.  

 The historical "original" Buddha never made any metaphysical assertions. Instead, he 

focused on the last part of the epigraph––constant change––and explained how thinking in terms 

of self-existing entities was a mistake that, when drawn out to its natural conclusion––the belief 

in a self-existing ego–– leads to suffering. If, therefore, we take the last part seriously––"and are 

changed"––then we have to recognize that there can be no "pre-existing" forms in the first place. 

"Beginnings are unthinkable not only because they are distant in time, but also because the 

thinking mind is part of the causal arising, emerges from it and contributes to it, and cannot stand 

outside the [continual process of change] to trace its origin." (Macy 50)  

 "The image of loop, or circle, tends to imply reversion to a preexisting state, an eternal 

return to the same point, precluding the new. 'We go around in circles and never get anywhere.' 

But feedback processes in the systems view generate information and novelty." (Macy 95) That's 
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because the system changes the entity, and the entity changes the system itself. And it is this 

mutual dependence that this epigraph highlights: we change the forms (the system), and the 

forms change us, which in turn leads us to change the forms/system in a new way based upon the 

previous changes, which in turn allows us to be changed anew, again. Instead of predictability 

and linearity, there's nothing but movement and change.  

 For classical empiricists, the world was the source of our perceptions, in which case 

determinism and fatality is the result (Wallace wrote his senior philosophy thesis arguing 

specifically against fatality). For subjective idealists, all external phenomena are projects of the 

mind; this was the scary proposition of solipsism that had haunted Wallace for so long. But in 

both these cases, the model is one of linear causality predicated on separate entities, subjects and 

objects, change occurring in one direction only. But the perspective of mutual causality and 

systems theory that aligns with Buddhist thought opens a third alternative: seeing the perceiving 

subject as dependently co-arising with sensory impact, as integral to a circuit through which 

information is exchanged and transformed, knower and known appear as causally 

interdetermined. (Macy 118)  

 The epigraph suggests that Wallace was trying to think of ways in which habits and old 

"forms" could be altered in a way that was unexpected and open to redemptive possibility. By 

allowing for the possibility of non-linear causality, as evidenced by this epigraph, we can infer 

that what most interested him about a bureaucracy like the IRS was whether, as a system, it had 

the capability of changing and being changed itself. He was exploring, in other words, one of the 

central Buddhist ideas: "form is emptiness, emptiness is form."  
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Pale King’s Dominant Chord 

 The opening section of The Pale King reads like a poem that delights in its attention to 

painterly detail and a naturalist's precision of species identification; however, after a long litany 

of different plants and pastoral descriptions, a command appears: "Look around you." (3) It's an 

explicit invitation to notice and perceive, to become conscious of the surroundings. The next 

line, "the horizon trembling, shapeless," (3) is unexpected and strange because horizons are 

typically thought of as linear and static. What does it mean for a horizon to be trembling and 

shapeless? The novel's opening paragraph concludes "we are all of us brothers." (3) The 

sequence of these three short declarative sentences is a miniature version of mindfulness in 

action: notice; allow your boundaries to be redefined by what Peter Hershock would term "a 

relinquishing of the horizon of relevance"; and discover the unity of all of life. The peculiar snap 

of this opening paragraph is that there are no humans here, not yet, only perception. The 

brotherhood that's being invoked is therefore a brotherhood of life without exclusion. It is an 

open system with no "inside" and no "outside."  

 The second and concluding paragraph of the opening chapter introduces a human 

presence but only through the synecdoche of shoes and, even more particularly close-up, their 

brand name; just a few extra details among the many, none of which are more worthy of 

attention than the others. After describing "the pasture's crows standing at angles," the movement 

is to notice the "tiny vacant lines in rows and inset curls that do not close because head never 

touches tail" and the injunction, "read these." (4) What is it that we are being asked to read, here 

at the beginning of the unfinished novel that Wallace only referred to as his Long Thing? 
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 It seems like the imperative is asking us to read not for "big ideas" but to read for the 

smallest of details. To read not to arrive at some sort of closure, but to be more like the dried 

worms that cannot close in on themselves because "head never touches tail." The worms and 

crows, from an ideas perspective, are entirely irrelevant to the story. In fact, this pastoral scene is 

truly out of place in a novel about an IRS center in Peoria, IL.84 So what we're being asked to 

read are not just the words but everything that comes within purview of our perception, including 

what is not there––"the tiny vacant lines in rows" where the worms, now eaten by the crows so 

only their former shape remains baked in the dung, used to be. (4, Emphasis mine) It is a plea for 

increasing our perception of everything before us.  

 "It was the Buddha's view that a clear understanding of the process of perception gives 

insight into the origin of suffering and the illusoriness of the self." (Macy 118) Three conditions 

are needed for perception to take place: a sense organ, a sense object coming within its range, 

and an appropriate act of attention. (119) I mention this here because the dominant major chords 

in The Pale King are various meditations on the kinds and purposes and psychological states of 

attention.  

 The second section of The Pale King focuses on Claude Sylvanshine's stream of 

consciousness as he flies and makes his way toward his newly re-assigned IRS post in Peoria, IL. 

We learn later that Claude suffers from what Wallace terms "RFI" or Random-Fact Intuition, 

which is the unpreventable intrusion of random, obscure facts without any sense of meaning or 

value attached to them. At this interior monologue's juncture, Sylvanshine is an anxious fellow 

                                                             
84 Matt Bucher argues that the story was published independently of The Pale King and is 
unacknowledged as having been previously published and perhaps independent of the novel 
proper. It certainly reads in a tone unlike anything that follows. 
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and worried about passing the CPA exam; his susceptibility to meaningless facts––"the number 

of blades of grass in the front lawn of one's mailman's home" (119)––dramatize him as an 

allegorical figure for 21st century life as Wallace knew it (c.f. Infinite Jest).  As we follow his 

thoughts verbatim, we see that much like the random facts with which he is bombarded, 

Sylvanshine's mind jumps from observations about his flight to discrete accounting data––"The 

core accounting equation A = L + E can be dissolved and reshuffled into everything from E = A - 

L to beyond. The craft rode the updrafts and downdrafts like a dinghy in a gale" (5)––and back 

again. His head is an anxious and disorganized space which he acknowledges is in need of some 

"Thought Stopping," (24) in direct contrast to the novel's opening chapter that merely perceived 

what was there with no recorded turbulence. These first two chapters therefore perform a kind of 

dialectical tension that dramatizes our attempts to perceive the world with clarity amidst the 

incessant bombardment of inner-thoughts, anxieties, and, ever increasingly, information that's as 

pervasive as photons of light.  

 

Chris Fogle and Waking Up 

 Even though The Pale King was not finished and a high portion of its sections read as 

imaginative but untethered springboards, there are two sections which very much feel like 

complete novellas that are ensconced inside a tornado of vignettes. The longer of the two is 98 

pages and is Wallace's most complete and sustained fiction since Infinite Jest.  

 The framework of the story is an implied interview in which the narrator, Chris Fogle, 

explains how he became involved with the IRS. It is Fogle's account of how he went from being 
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a self-described "wastoid" to being a methodical, meticulous and responsible adult working for 

"The Service." Part of the section's joke, we learn while reading and in later sections, is that 

Chris's nickname is "Irrelevant" as in 'Irrelevant' Chris Fogle because he goes into exacting detail 

about himself, a trait that translates into this being the longest section of The Pale King. But 

what's at stake for the reader is the question of his nickname's accuracy. That is, just because 

Chris speaks for a long time and with detailed exactness, does this quality make his story 

"irrelevant"? The fictional David Wallace, another character who recounts his time at the IRS 

and is used by the author Wallace to confuse boundaries between fiction and memoir, writes in 

his section "Chris Fogle... was unpopular out of all proportion to his character, which was 

actually decent and well-meaning to a fault." (271)  

 Because of his courage to look incessantly and meticulously––and, yes, often 

obsessively––at those parts of ourselves that are self-involved, deluded and perverse, Wallace 

has been accused of being a cynical writer who diagnoses without offering a cure. As I have tried 

to show, this is a mistaken view. But nowhere is his attempt at remedy as sincere85 as it is in this 

Chris Fogle section. It is an embodiment of a spiritual style that is discernibly of the twenty-first 

century while remaining piercingly open, reflective, and non-ironic. Its form, as well as its 

content, are natural progressions of Wallace's Buddhist mode of thinking.  

 With regard to his struggle with form, Wallace wrote in his notebook that he felt The 

Pale King had to be in part a prescriptive rather than descriptive work; but if anxiety and mania 

were the problem, how does one "preach mindful calmness if you can't replicate it in prose?" 

                                                             
85 With obvious complications, not least of which is that Fogle's sincerity is questioned by the 
David Wallace character as being nothing but a case of logorrheia (verbal incontinence).  
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(Max 281) So the Chris Fogle section, as I read it, was Wallace's wholehearted attempt at 

prescriptive writing in the mode of "mindful calmness." 

 To focus his effort, Wallace conjured a North Star for himself: "Maybe dullness is 

associated with psychic pain because something that's dull or opaque fails to provide enough 

stimulation to distract people from some other, deeper type of pain that is always there, if only in 

an ambient low-level way, and which most of us spend nearly all our time and energy trying to 

distract ourselves from feeling, or at least from feeling directly or with our full attention." (Max 

281)  

 "Irrelevant" Chris Fogle is therefore Wallace's attempt at mindful calmness and a 

dramatization of dullness. The interesting question is whether these two attributes co-exist 

peacefully or whether one of them accedes to dominance. To the fictional characters who know 

and work with Chris Fogle and gave him his nickname, the answer is clear; but is it as clear for 

us?  

 The quality of Wallace's prose in this Chris Fogle section is straight, if not exactly 

forward, not least because it's an account of Fogle's memory of himself as a younger man. But 

it's "straightforward" in terms of speech pattern and thought pattern; anyone who continues to 

impugn Wallace for being a convoluted writer has not read this. Anyhow, Fogle says at the 

beginning of his exegesis, "I don't think my memory works in quite the way it used to. It may be 

that this kind of work changes you. Even just rote exams. It might actually change your brain. 

For the most part, it's now almost as if I'm trapped in the present. If I drank, for instance, some 

Tang, it wouldn't remind me of anything––I'd just taste the Tang" (154). The remaining 98 pages 

read in the same even, conversational pace. Which, of course, from the description alone, could 
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be accused of dullness. The tension arises for us the readers when this flatlined tone is used to 

describe Fogle's tragic family life, not least of which is his father's graphic and grotesque death 

in a subway station and his mother's descent into psychosis, both of which are described 

meticulously but with no hysteria whatsoever. The question, again, is whether Chris Fogle has in 

fact become a dullard by working at the IRS––whether his theory of being "trapped in the 

present" is true––or whether, like in a perplexing koan, this "stuckness" and "dullness" in the 

present is in actuality a relief from the great (and graphic) upheavals of everyday life and the 

haunting quality of memory; by which I mean, if you're always "stuck in the present" it is hard 

for difficult memories to manifest themselves emotionally, which is a blessing rather than a 

problem; it is "dullness" transformed into a gift. As Joko Beck wrote, "Every memory we stick to 

devastates our life." (Beck 225)  

 In Chris Fogle Wallace created a character who's line of work requires constant attention 

to the tax form at hand, which therefore changes Fogle into conceiving himself as being "trapped 

in the present." His quip about how this line of work "might actually change your brain" recalls 

the epigraph––We fill pre-existing forms and when we fill them we change them and are 

changed––and is a finding corroborated scientifically by neurologists in conjunction with 

experienced meditators. Is Fogle's narrative an accurate description of the effects of meditative-

like concentration on the present moment? Yes and no––an in-depth answer is beyond the scope 

of my study––but at the very least this is explicitly a Buddhist-based question. An obvious 

follow-up could be made by researchers who study the effects of meditation by extending their 

line of inquiry into the work-day concentration connections Wallace has conjured here. 

 Fogle's story (reprised here in condensed form) takes us from his memory of being a 
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young college student with no goals nor motivation to study––he refers to himself during this 

period as a "wastoid"––to how disappointed he knew his own professionally dedicated and 

responsible father was in him. Fogle attempts to look at himself from what he imagines his 

father's perspective was and recalls his father quoting Shelley's poem "Ozymandias": "Look on 

my works, ye mighty, and despair!" The contrast between Fogle and how his father perceived 

him is calcified when his father is killed in a grotesque subway accident. Fogle describes the 

accident in terms that are accurate and precise but never emotionally dramatic, which raise for 

me questions about the authenticity of reading Fogle's experience in terms of Buddhist 

meditation practices. Is Wallace portraying Chris Fogle as somehow emotionally stunted? Or is 

Fogle a portrait of a character who did in fact awaken to his life, stopped being a directionless 

nihilist, and now recounts his story in Wordsworthian tranquility? The flat, exacting, and verbose 

style of this section is not ironic from Chris Fogle's point of view and to read Fogle as satire 

would be to misread this section by projecting David Wallace's fictional character's perspective 

into the section itself. The irony and complexity do show up in the fictional Wallace sections, in 

which the fictional David Wallace analyzes Fogle as incapable of differentiating art from mere 

reproduction. (259)  

 It was around the time of the accident that Fogle had begun taking the amphetamine 

Obetrol, and describes his experiences on it, which he claims "primed" him for the epiphany of 

purpose that shortly followed. According to Fogle,  

Obetrolling didn't make me self-conscious. But it did make me 
much more self-aware... What it felt like was a sort of emergence, 
however briefly, from the fuzziness and drift of my life in that 
period.... As though I was a machine that suddenly realized it was a 
human being and didn't have to just go through the motions it was 
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programmed to perform over and over. It also had to do with 
paying attention. It wasn't like the normal thing with recreational 
drugs which made colors brighter or music more intense. What 
became more intense was my awareness of my own part in it, that I 
could pay real attention to it." (181)  

 As though preempting a Buddhist meditator's warning, Fogle adds that he is obviously 

not  

Trying to give any pro-drug-abuse message here. But it was 
important. I like now to think of the Obetrol and other subtypes of 
speed as more of a kind of signpost or directional sign, pointing to 
what might be possible if I could become more aware and alive in 
daily life. In this sense, I think that abusing these drugs was a 
valuable experience for me, as I was basically so feckless and 
unfocused during this period that I needed a very clear, blunt type 
of hint that there was much more to being an alive, responsible, 
autonomous adult than I had any idea of at the time. (186)  

 
 Questions of "waking up" and how to do it are a kind of bread-and-butter discourse in 

Buddhist circles. Regardless of the tradition, some form of meditation is prescribed to achieve 

the effect that Chris Fogle experiences on Obetrol. Different schools of Buddhism teach different 

methods and for different reasons. Likewise, some don't prohibit experiences with 

hallucinogenics (broadly defined) as long as right motivation care and awareness is employed in 

the process; other teachers think drug induced awakenings are inevitably false or dead-ends and 

entirely beside the point. But Chris Fogle's narrative arc is undeniably Buddhist: out of habit and 

conditioning he felt a lack of freedom and a muted sense of feeling alive. He next stumbled on a 

technology of sorts86 that allowed him a preview of what it meant to have greater awareness into 

his own conditioning. At which point the temporary gain in awareness allowed him to experience 

                                                             
86 Drugs and even meditation itself could be considered technologies in the same way that 
writing could.  
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a lecture on Advanced Tax that forever changed his life. According to Fogle, he became 

"primed" to his own life and to alternatives in a way he had never been before. In Buddhist 

parlance, he experienced a small kensho experience enabled by the act of "merely" observing 

one's life without judgment.  

 Fogle concludes his narrative with a description of what happened to him when he 

accidentally walked into the wrong final exam review class in his "primed" state and how he was 

mesmerized by the lecturer and how that in turn lead him to the nearest IRS recruitment office.  

 As I've mentioned previously, I don't think Wallace was a Buddhist writer in any literal 

sense of the word. But as my previous chapters have shown, there were Buddhist elements 

lurking in his writing; this was true for Shakespeare and Keats and I have attempted to show the 

ways in which it was also true for Wallace. But my project received its kick-start after I had read 

The Pale King and saw that it was so predominately concerned with different modes of 

awareness and attention and how Wallace attempts to understand these different modes. The 

Chris Fogle section has what seems to me an undeniable analog with Buddhist meditation (again, 

broadly defined) so that I became curious how a writer like Wallace, coming from a tradition of 

postmodernism, could wind up writing about the life-changing effects of increased attention and 

self-awareness, both of which are the provenance of the Buddhist tradition.  

 Therefore as I re-read all of Wallace's older work, I noted that he, too, was priming 

himself for the journey away from self-consciousness toward one of self-awareness as it is 

dramatized in the Chris Fogle section. When co-joined with Wallace's insistence that fiction have 

an ethical aspiration, it seemed clear that the tradition that I knew most about that met both of 

these criterion––ethics and an actual embodied practice of increased self-awareness––was the 
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Buddhist tradition.  This line of inquiry next led me to Christopher Hamacher who sent me the 

letters he exchanged with Wallace in 2005-2006 about Buddhist practice and meditation. As I 

explained in previous chapters, it was when Wallace was at work on The Pale King that he 

became actively interested in receiving advice from Hamacher. Somehow, Wallace had made his 

way from a life of self-conscious high-anxiety to Zen meditation practice, and his work, so goes 

my claim, tracks that personal journey and is never more explicitly Buddhist than it is in The 

Pale King.  

 There's a specific scene in the Chris Fogle section that underscores the Buddhist 

connection. Fogle begins to recount how it was that the lecturer on Advanced Tax had moved 

him so deeply by back-tracking to a few days old episode in which he took the amphetamine 

Obetrol. It's one of my very favorite scenes in all of Wallace in part because of the ease in which 

Fogle's non-ironic-straightforward mode of discourse blends with the humor that ultimately leads 

not to a flat joke but to a spiritual epiphany.  

 So Fogle, still in his "wastoid" stage, is watching the soap As the World Turns and takes 

Obetrol. He then admits that on this particular day, the TV's narrator would say, as he usually did 

before a commercial break, "You're watching As the World Turns." But Fogle began to feel more 

and more pointedly that what the announcer was saying was "You're watching As the World 

Turns" the emphasis landing on what Fogle was doing rather than on the name of the show:  

But I suddenly realized that the announcer was actually saying 
over and over what I was literally doing. Not only this, but I also 
realized that I had been told this fact countless times... without ever 
being even slightly aware of the literal reality of what I was doing. 
I was not Obetrolling at this moment of awareness, I should add. 
This was different. It was as if the CBS announcer were speaking 
directly to me, shaking my shoulder or leg as though trying to 
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arouse someone from sleep––"You're watching As the World 
Turns." It's hard to explain. It was not even the obvious double 
entendre that struck me. This was more literal, which somehow 
had made it harder to see...It could not have felt more concrete if 
the announcer had actually said, 'You are sitting on an old yellow 
dorm couch, spinning a black-and-white soccer ball, and watching 
As the World Turns, without ever even acknowledging to yourself 
this is what you are doing." (222) 

 
 Buddhist scriptures emphasize the importance of this kind of meditative reflection:  

By him who knows not, who sees not as it really is (the causal 
uprsing and ceasing)... training must be done... practice must be 
done... exertion must be made... there must be no turning back... 
there must be energy... here must be mindfulness.... there must be 
earnestness. (Mutual Causality 27) 

 
 The ramifications of first observing––merely observing––what one is doing allows for 

the possibility of questioning the motivation for that action. In Fogle's case, it was essential that 

he heard and emphasizes the literal meaning of the words he heard and what they meant. This is 

called bare awareness and the "goal" of meditation practice.  

 Fogle then explains that the double entendre and motivational meaning of the phrase 

didn't hit him until a few days later, "the show's almost terrifying pun about the passive waste of 

time of sitting there watching something... while all the while real things in the world were going 

on and people with direction and initiative were taking care of business." (222) Therefore, 

observation led to awareness which in turn led Fogle to a space where he could deliberately 

question his lack of motivation and become open to the Advanced Tax professor's speech about 

quiet heroism.  

 Fogle's epiphany of purpose originated in his wandering into the wrong final exam 
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review, but he became so mesmerized by the speaker that he didn't get up to leave, despite the 

material being entirely out of his comprehension. Curiously and importantly, Fogle repeatedly 

mentions that the lecturer was not the regular tax professor, a Jesuit, but a substitute. So at the 

time, Fogle thought the substitute lecturer was merely a Jesuit dressed in "mufti" but it turns out 

the speaker was not a Jesuit at all.  

 There is no narrative reason why Wallace would belabor this point if it was just another 

exacting detail in Fogle's memory. It seems much more likely that it was important for Wallace 

to explicitly deny the link of Fogle's awakening with any kind of transcendental religion or 

outlook. The fact that the lecture was delivered at a Jesuit school but not by a Jesuit professor but 

by a substitute who was a layman with no religious affiliation and who possessed what Fogle 

called indifference, but "not in a meaningless, drifting, nihilistic way, but rather in a secure, self-

confident way," (226) evokes and underscores the importance for Wallace in not searching for 

metaphysical answers; the emphasis turns toward learning, like Fogle did, to observe what is 

literally happening in one's life in a way that has no connections with a transcendentally religious 

outlook.  

 The talk the lecturer gave that so moved Fogle focused on redefining heroism: "True 

heroism is you, alone, in a designated work space. True heroism is minutes, hours, weeks, year 

upon year of the quiet, precise, judicious exercise of probity and care––with no one there to see 

or cheer. This is the world." (230) Joko Beck, an influential Zen teacher wrote almost the same 

exact thing about meditation practice: "Nobody rushes up and gives us a gold star for doing this 

kind of work. Nobody." (Beck 214) The lecturer continued: "The truth is that the heroism of your 

childhood entertainments was not true valor, it was theater... to excite and gratify an audience.... 
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Gentlemen, welcome to the world of reality––there is no audience. No one to applaud, to admire. 

No one to see you. Do you understand?" (Pale King 229) I see here Wallace's explicit 

renunciation of that part of his character's egoic mind that lived for self-centered motivations 

rather than ethical ones, a vow to go forth in the service of others rather than in service of the 

egoic self. The lecturer concludes:  

The less conventionally heroic or exciting or adverting or even 
interesting or engaging a labor appears to be, the greater its 
potential as an arena for actual heroism, and therefore as a 
denomination of joy unequaled by any you men can yet imagine. 
To retain care and scrupulosity about each detail from within the 
teeming wormball of data and rule and exception and contingency 
which constitutes real-world accounting––this is heroism.  
 

 The Chris Fogle section is therefore both the history of a young man's awakening into a 

more self-aware existence, and a dramatization of a life lived in care and scrupulosity about each 

detail of life, which, unique to the Buddhist tradition, is the definition of joy: "The Buddha was 

not interested in conveying theories so much as in motivating his followers to reorganize their 

experience by attending to its very process. The Zen master, approached for teachings, filled his 

caller's teacup till it overflowed––showing in this manner that the new could not be perceived 

until one has emptied oneself of preconceived notions. Neither did the Buddha "pour" precepts 

into his followers' heads, so much as invite them to free themselves of habitual ways of seeing. 

That this involved a dismantling of old interpretive constructs is evident in the meditation which 

he taught." (Macy 127) 

 Yet, despite Chris Fogle's tone of earnestness and self-abasing openness, we as readers 

are forced to wonder whether his kind of exacting care for detail is, on its own, what the fruits of 
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living in the present moment and meditative practice are about. In a section that soon follows 

Fogle's, the fictional David Wallace calls Fogle self-indulgent because his attention to detail is 

not enough; what's missing, "what renders a truth meaningful, worthwhile, & c. is its relevance, 

which in turn requires extraordinary discernment and sensitivity to context, questions of value, 

and overall point––otherwise we might as well all just be computers downloading raw data to 

one another." (259)  

 Fogle's sincerity and new-found motivation, present-mindedness and eventual dedication 

to the IRS is not enough, claims the fictional Wallace. If Fogle is in fact a metaphor for 

mindfulness and present-moment attention to detail, the Buddha would ask him in what direction 

are those attributes focused? The rambling quality and bloated length of his section suggests that 

Fogle became a technically proficient auditor/meditator, but an ethically indifferent one.  

 The growth of the seed depends not just on its own nature but also on the soil into which 

it is dropped. This ancient and well-worn Buddhist axiom is Wallacean in the sense that it is 

simple, obvious, tells the truth in a manner of cliché, which in turn makes it all the more 

remarkable for its power and the way we resist it, perhaps unthinkingly.  

 Chris Fogle, is, in other words, an investigation of the individual in terms of the 

importance of learning to pay attention. But being an individual is in turn contrasted with being 

part of a larger ecosystem which here in The Pale King is figured as the IRS; and yet, merely 

belonging to a larger entity is in itself not enough either––Wallace spends much energy and 

humor depicting the stupidity and inefficiency of bureaucracy; it is the question of the 

bureaucracy's direction that becomes pivotal in terms of assessing its model as a desirable ethical 

template. 
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Direction of Mindfulness in the IRS  

 As such, the loose narrative skeleton in the The Pale King revolves around the intended 

future motivation of the IRS. On the one hand, its purpose could be seen as entirely corporate 

and pro-business, an agency with a bottom-line philosophy that has as its central interest the 

closing of the tax gap––getting as many people who owe taxes to actually pay them. In order to 

close this gap, the IRS is being given a more capitalistic leash which allows the top personnel to 

hire the most talented workers they can recruit while side-stepping a lot of bureaucratic 

inefficiencies. This is the narrative reason why all these new-comers are arriving at the Peoria, IL 

tax center, and the reason we learn all about Chris Fogle, who, it turns out, has a savant-like 

ability to keep track of numbers. 

 This capitalist enterprise is contrasted with an IRS that is more civic minded, and whose 

central proponent is DeWitt Glendenning who is described by others as a best-case scenario 

administrator. In a book that's very much about a large (former) civic body losing its way, it's 

worth paying attention to the description of an administrator who is not considered part of the 

problem: 

What he was a taciturn, slightly unapproachable man who took his 
job very seriously and required his subordinates to do the same, but 
he took them seriously as well, and listened to them, and thought 
about them both as human beings and as parts of a larger 
mechanism whose efficient function was his responsibility. That is, 
if you had a suggestion or a concern, and you decided that it 
merited his attention, his door was open... and he would pay 
attention to what you said, but whether and how he would act on 
what you said would depend on reflection, input from other 
sources, and larger considerations he was required to balance. 
(434)  
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 This reads to me like a Buddhist blueprint for enlightened activity based on the principles 

of mutual causality, where paying attention is contextualized in the sphere of not just 

Glendenning's mind's discipline, but in service to the larger body of which he is not only part of 

but is likewise responsible for. It's his awareness of his interdependent responsibility that allows 

him to be at peace with not needing to be liked, which, according to Wallace, is the trap most 

other administrators fall into. He is free to act appropriately not out of a predetermined sense of 

allegiances, but out of careful "reflection" of the complex situation at hand. He is a balance 

between discipline and openness. In Wallace's personal notes––published together with The Pale 

King––Wallace wrote "Big Q is whether IRS is to be essentially a corporate entity or a moral 

one," (543) and elsewhere, "Being individual vs. being part of larger things––paying taxes, being 

"lone gun" in IRS vs. team player." (545)  

 In the text proper, Wallace explores this question of purpose in greatest depth during a 

conversation between Glendenning and two other IRS personnel. Glendenning, we learn, is 

quickly becoming a minority in his defense of civic duty and individual responsibility for not just 

the isolated "self" but for "Everything." He says "but it seems like citizens––whether on taxes or 

littering, you name it––did feel like they were pat of Everything, that the huge Everybody Else 

that determined policy and taste and the common good was in fact made up of a whole lot of 

individuals just like them, that they were in fact part of Everything, and that they had to hold up 

their end and pull their weight and assume what they did made some difference the same way 

Everybody Else did, if the country was going to stay a nice place to live." (139) But alas, a 

corporate mentality has started to take over, and instead of feeling part of capital "E" Everything, 

people have started to care for only themselves: 
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But the whole dark genius of corporations is that they allow for 
individual reward without individual obligation... their only 
obligations are strategic, and while they can get very complex, at 
root they're not civic entities. With corporations, I have no problem 
with government enforcement of statutes and regulatory policy 
serving a conscience function. What my problem is is the way it 
seems that we as individual citizens have adopted a corporate 
attitude. That our ultimate obligation is to ourselves. That unless 
it's illegal or there are direct practical consequences for ourselves, 
any activity is OK. (136- 137)  

 
 "That our ultimate obligation is to ourselves" is the prime root of ignorance the Buddha’s 

teachings aim at dissolving. As Joanna Macy's work helps teach us through her investigation of 

the relationship between systems theory and Buddhist philosophy, there is no such thing as an 

individual self nor an individual that somehow stands apart from its environment/context. From 

the viewpoint of mutual causality, the impossibility of arriving at ultimate definitions and 

formulations of reality does not represent a defeat for the inquiring mind. It is only final 

assertions that are suspect, not the process of knowing itself. It is the illusion that knower is 

separate from and unconditioned by the world she would know that drives her into error and 

derails her pursuit of truth. When the dependent co-arising nature of her mental processes is 

acknowledged, then her knowing enhances her conscious connection with and partcipaton in the 

reality of which she is a part. (Macy 130)  

 Later in his argument for why the IRS should be more civic minded rather than revenue 

motivated, Glendenning quips, quite perceptively in terms of diagnosis of a sick individualistic 

(e.g. egoic, self-centered, "Self" existing) capitalistic American culture, that "De Tocqueville's 

thrust is that it's in the democratic citizen's nature to be like a leaf that doesn’t believe in the tree 

it's part of." (141) The demarcation of the isolated individual is precisely the direction that 
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Buddhism’s meditative practice is aimed at alleviating. Thus, according to Peter Hershock, Chris 

Fogle's awareness practices could be better re-directed toward what he terms the relinquishing of 

an individual's horizons of responsibility:  

If our readiness to humble our selves in the service of others is 
based on a distinction of their suffering and its causes and our own, 
we will not yet have grasped the true principle of Ch’an. The great 
relinquishing can arise only on the basis of a relinquishing of all 
horizons for responsibility...a buddha can be seen as a focus of 
universal energy a person through whom all things flow 
unimpeded. A buddha refuses to disown any karma or narrative 
movement, refuses to say “That belongs to your story, your tally, is 
your doing, your problem and not mine.” (Liberating Intimacy) 
 

 Ultimately "Meditation is not for the ‘self’ or for ‘others,’ but for the whole out of which 

these have been discriminated." (Liberating Intimacy 163) This is essentially Glendenning's 

argument, however transposed into political-economic terms it might be.  

 Both Hershock and Joanna Macy therefore argue for a readjustment of our way of 

conceiving of the "self" that undoes the abstract isolation of a "subjective" substance but instead 

helps us move toward an understanding of "self" as a process that "involves the perception that 

the subject of thought and action is in actuality a dynamic pattern of activity interacting with its 

environment and inseparable from experience." (114) The Buddha called this idea "mutual 

causality" and "interdependence" and to some extent, sunya, or "emptiness." Peter Hershock 

rephrases this as our "dramatic narrative" while Joanna Macy posits the self as an ecosystem that 

extends way beyond the limits of our physical skin.  With the juxtaposition of Chris Fogle's 

history of his coming into awareness and a conversation––using the changes at the IRS as 

leading trope–– about what purpose such awareness could be put to, Wallace is in essence 
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thinking about ways we can relax the hand of thought which keeps such a strong grasp on our 

sense of an "I" that is distinct and separate from the more expansive Everything.   

 "Mindfulness," however, can be easily misappropriated. A recent career summary of 

Wallace's work by Thomas Meaney in the Times Literary Supplement makes the following 

claim: "That Wallace was a moralist in his fiction goes without saying, but since his death he has 

often been reduced to the most banal sort – a cheap monger of 'mindfulness'." This is an astute 

observation, and one Wallace was implicitly aware of. Those reading The Pale King carefully 

will understand that Wallace's complication of mindfulness was his own insight that mindfulness 

has to be in service of something other than the self. Chris Fogle becomes a basically decent guy, 

no longer a wastoid, but he's nonetheless fully in thrall to the IRS, a larger system whose motives 

he does not question. It is in this way that Chris Fogle might indeed be "irrelevant."  

  "Mindfulness" that's self-serving without awareness of the context of community is not 

much different from the catalogue of self-obsessed addictions in Infinite Jest. In addition to the 

Chris Fogle section, Wallace dramatizes this problem in its more extreme and less ambivalent 

form via the childhood of Leonard Stecyk. Stecyk is a young child who does absolutely 

everything out of exaggerated generosity. For example: 

He politely raises his hand in class for every question, but only if 
he's sure he knows not only the correct answer but the formulation 
of that answer that the teacher's looking for that will help advance 
the discussion of the overall topic they're covering that day, often 
staying after class to double-check with the teacher that his take on 
her general objectives is sound and to ask whether there was any 
way his in-class answers could have been better or more helpful. 
(31)  

 
 Stecyk is therefore completely oblivious to the possibility that his own "mindfulness" and 
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need to please is encroaching on the teacher's own role as facilitator of discussions, making her 

nothing but a pawn in his complex game of pleasing others, all in the service of alleviating his 

self-centered anxiety of being a good student. Wallace characterizes Stecyk in his notes as an 

"abstract application of probity and virtue," (547) "abstract" because he's unaware of the open 

feedback loop of others in an open system of  interdependence. 

 The same idea is dramatized again in the section about the young child who makes it his 

life's goal to press his lips to every square inch of his body and therefore spends the majority of 

his life in painful and grotesque stretching exercises. The satirical method Wallace employs is 

nearly identical to the Stecyk section, but the satire's target is slightly different. Instead of 

focusing on self-centered generosity, it is the abstract application of discipline and dedication 

that becomes the target. "Certain tensile limits in the flava, capsule, and process ligaments of the 

neck and upper back were gently but persistently stretched, the boy's chin placed to his (solubly 

arrowed and dotted) chest at mid-sternum and then slid incrementally down––1, sometimes 1.5 

millimeters a day––and this catatonic and/or meditative posture held for an hour or more." (399) 

There’s no subtlety here but the critique is potent nonetheless as it describes a common 

misdirection of intention in spiritual practice called "spiritual materialism." This is when the 

discipline and hard work that sitting in meditation or mindfulness practices becomes a goal in 

itself, rather than the Buddha’s insistence that all work of this kind be done for the benefit of the 

liberation of all beings. All thing, in other words, including generosity, mindfulness, and 

discipline can be distorted and subject to egoic manipulations if they are abstracted from the 

larger interdependent community of shared lives.  

 As Glendenning opines in his conversation about the lapse of individual responsibility for 
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the greater good, "what raised the American experiment beyond great imagination and made it 

very nearly work was not just these men's intelligence but their profound moral enlightenment––

their sense of civics. The fact is that they cared more about the nation and the citizens that about 

themselves." (133) That is, according to Mahayana Buddhism, "individual" salvation is not 

enough; rather, our work must be in the service of others, not least because, in the ultimate 

analysis, there really isn't something like the "I" that is separate from the rest. This is, again, 

Macy's fundamental point, when she invokes Gregory Bateson, an original mutual causality 

systems thinker: 

Bateson recognizes the accuracy of religious intuitions that the 
individual 'self' is but an intrinsic part of a larger 'self' of system. 
This is how he understands the assertion, in twelve-step programs 
such as Alcoholics Anonymous, that 'there is a Power greater than 
the self.'... [Systems Theory] would go somewhat further and 
recognize that the 'self' as ordinarily understood is only a small part 
of a much larger trial-and-error system which does the thinking, 
acting, and deciding. This system includes all the informational 
pathways which are relevant at any given moment to any given 
decision. The 'self' is a false reification of an improperly delimited 
part of this much larger filed of interlocking processes.' (Mutual 
Causality 113)  

 
 Wallace's inquiry into the IRS wasn't about depicting mere bureaucratic folly––though 

the sections in which we see just these kinds of headaches are filled with so much humor they 

make the novel downright pleasurable87, which is important from the reader's perspective and a 

                                                             
87 Writing about the poorly planned access roads to the tax center, Wallace adds this footnote: 
"Let's mainly skip the issue of the additional crowding and dysfunction caused by outer lots' 
pedestrians trying to negotiate the access road's narrow edge past the solid line of cars that filled 
that road, much of which problem could have been solved simply by installing a side-walk across 
the immaculate lawn  and some kind of entrance in the front (i.e., what appeared to be the front; 
it was actually the building's rear). In essence, the baronial splendor of the REC's grass was a 
testament to the idiocy and hassle of the whole thing's planning." (278) The humor here is 
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keen rhetorical insight on Wallace's part as a writer (and very much like Buddha's own, when it 

came to knowing how to teach his difficult concepts so that his students would continue to pay 

attention)––but about how both "mindfulness" and "corporate think" are dead-ends unless they 

are seen as mutually interdependent so that the Buddhist principle of mutual causality is not 

violated.   

If we continue to operate in terms of a Cartesian dualism of mind 
versus matter, we shall probably also continue to see the world in 
terms of God versus man; elite versus people; chosen race versus 
others; nation versus nation; and man versus environment. It is 
doubtful whether a species having both an advanced technology 
and this strange way of looking at its world can endure. (Bateson 
Steps to Ecology of Mind 337)  
 

 "This 'versus' mentality, which turns things and people into objects for manipulation, is 

eroded, Bateson suggests, by the recognition that mind extends beyond personal consciousness 

and 'is immanent in the larger system––man plus environment." (Macy 155)  

 The Pale King is therefore Buddhist in the sense that it is not interested in asking whether 

the IRS is "good" or "bad."  Instead, it is figured as an open system: 

One might envision a large and intricately branching system of 
jointed rods, pulleys, gears, and levers radiating our from a central 
operator such that tiny movements of that operator's finger are 
transmitted through that tiny system to become the gross kinetic 
changes in the rods at the periphery. It is at this periphery that the 
bureaucracy's world acts upon this one. The crucial part of the 
analogy is that the elaborate system's operator is not himself 
uncaused. The bureaucracy is not a closed system; it is this that 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
generated by seeing how an organization so hell-bent on efficiency in one area can be so blind to 
the basic needs of its workers in pretty much all other areas. This kind of myopic thinking is the 
result of compartmentalizing and dualistic thinking rather than the systems theory I explore, and 
is part of Wallace’s critique of linear cause and effect thinking rather the interdependence 
generated by open systems. 
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makes it a world instead of a thing. (Pale King 86)  
 

 Wallace asks us to consider how people fit into this larger system, how that system 

works, and how, by being incorporated into it, they become changed. If this question is 

approached with the attentive awareness developed by the likes of Chris Fogle, then questions of 

the IRS's direction can become as important as the methodology of its corporate profits.  

 Since this is not a study of political economy, I won't digress into the problems with 

capitalism and its commodification of nearly everything. But assuming Wallace's insights into 

our addictions and predilections for profit and entertainment have any merit, then we need to 

acknowledge that these habits of mind come at a cost and not just to ourselves. David Loy 

summarizes the quandary by weaving the thread of attention together with being civic minded in 

his book Money, Sex, War, Karma: Notes For a Buddhist Revolution:  

From a Buddhist perspective, it seems doubtful that any social 
protest movement could be successful without an alternative 
understanding of what our attention is and what alternative 
practices promote more liberated attention. It is not enough to fight 
against billboards and Internet banner ads without also 
considering: what does it really mean for awareness to be here-
and-now, deconditioned from attention traps both individual and 
collective? Is awareness to be valued as a means to some other 
end, or should we cherish its liberation as the most valuable end? 
(Loy 102) 

 
 These are precisely the questions Wallace raised in The Pale King. But whereas 

Buddhism's answer to these questions is clear, Wallace, in his role as fiction writer, couldn't 

answer them outright without becoming tendentious; instead, he used his imaginative powers to 

create a world––not unlike our own––where we are made responsible for answering them 
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ourselves.  
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Conclusion: Willful Choice in the Kenyon Speech and Drinion's bored happiness 

 

 Fictional David Wallace, speaking from one of his sections in The Pale King, explains 

the trauma he suffered when accidentally opening the door to a room full of tax agents sitting in 

concentrated silence, working on examining endless stacks of tax forms: "The most striking 

thing about it was the quiet... I know that there was something about the silent, motionless 

intensity with which everyone in that opened door's instant was studying the tax-related 

documents before them that frightened and thrilled me... the scene was such that you just knew 

that if you were to open the door for another brief instant ten, twenty, or forty minutes later, it 

would look and sound just the same. I had never seen anything like it." (290) This is traumatic 

because in comparison to these people who simply did not fidget, Wallace "felt ashamed about 

how easily [he] got bored when trying to concentrate." He later extrapolates the theory of our 

constant fidgeting to the capitalistic motivations we see the IRS undergoing, namely that 

"America had some vested economic interest in keeping people over-stimulated and unused to 

silence and single-point concentration." (293) "Some" as Wallace uses it here is rhetorical litotes 

that emphasizes the overwhelming extent to which our individual thought patterns have been co-

opted by the greater commercial complex to which we've become inured and in which we are 

living lives of quiet desperation.  

 David Foster Wallace the fictional character insists that The Pale King is really a memoir 

in which certain details have been changed for legal reasons, but that we are very much invited 

and encouraged to read the story as the author David Foster Wallace's own. On the one hand, this 

is obviously a vestige of Wallace's penchant for meta-fiction's propensity to self-reflect and to 
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reveal its own inner-plumbing in the spirit of deconstructive revelation. So despite giving us his 

actual home address and biographical details that do match up with the authorial David Foster 

Wallace, this truth is very much in the service of fiction. At best we can say that it helps blur the 

boundaries for those that insist fiction is "fake" and non-fiction is a collection of "facts."  

 But I thought I would take the gambit to read Wallace's invitation to read The Pale King 

as memoir and see what kinds of conclusions I could reach in the context of my overall project. 

So yes, David Foster Wallace wrote to Don DeLillo repeatedly about his difficulties with 

extended periods of concentration. And yes, in David Cusk ("the human sprinkler" as fictional 

DFW calls him), the man who sweats profusely whenever his self-conscious anxiety about how 

much he sweats gets the better of him, we see a fictionalized version of Wallace the overly self-

conscious man who wore a bandana in no small part because of his own sweating issues. But 

these biographical tidbits are trivial. More valuable is thinking about The Pale King as a 

reflection of Wallace's ethical and spiritual achievements and failures; achievements because he 

brought his readers to the door-step of Buddhist practice and the potential liberation from life's 

cycle of suffering that can be gained thereby; and failures because as his suicide attests, having 

spiritual insights is sometimes not enough when habits of mind in the psychological sense remain 

overpowering.  

 So after the long journey of his earlier work in which Wallace helped diagnose our 

information-and-self-centered addictions and offered glimpses into how we might overcome 

them, it wasn't until he started working on The Pale King––for over a decade––that he turned his 

own focus "unwaveringly" toward attention/awareness/concentration. As I described in my 

analysis of Chris Fogle and the substitute Advanced Tax lecturer, Wallace saw the promise of 
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fulfillment and awakening in this life not as a question of religion but as a function of daily and 

quotidian awareness and presence. In his life and in his writing, (and here in The Pale King 

where the two are explicitly conflated) Wallace searched for a way of life that was a path (Tao) 

out of the perpetual cycle of indulgence, addiction, and suffering. To that end, Mario 

Incandenza's Holy Fool was his prequel to Chris Fogle's dramatization of the power of paying 

attention to the literal occurrences of day-to-day life. Which, as I've belabored already, is the 

Buddhist traditions' specialty; how to pay attention to our life as it is, rather than our fantasy of 

how it ought to be is likewise precisely the purview of meditation practice in general (the 

specifics of which depend on the particular Buddhist tradition).  

 

Problem of Will 

 But it was in his attempt to theorize mindfulness that Wallace ran into severe trouble.88 

The problem was generated by Wallace's own Nietzschean Will (to write, to understand, to 

analyze, etc.) With his characteristic self-awareness he satirizes it in The Pale King's section 

about an infant who overpowers adults with his fierce gaze and utterly businesslike manner of 

movement:  

The infant had set aside its teething ring––rather carefully and 
deliberately, as a man might set aside a file on his desk once he has 

                                                             
88 Maybe this is the risk every artist takes? That in order to gain access to and be able to explain 
our most uncomfortable truths, the artist relinquishes his own ease of mind for the higher good? 
Zen practitioners would of course disagree, and claim that a true relinquishing moves through 
terror into a space of utter relaxation and fundamental joy. But then again––and this inquiry is 
way out of the scope for this project but perhaps an interesting question for down the road––why 
has Zen Buddhism's own art been relatively homogenous? (e.g. Calligraphy, flowers, paintings 
of nature scenes, but not much that's contemporary and modern in the broad sense.)  
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completed it and is ready to turn his professional attention to 
another––to lie moist and shiny next to an upright bottle of what 
appeared to be apple juice, and had placed its tiny hands folded 
adultly together before it on the vivid blue plastic of its play 
station, exactly as [...] any senior staff would place their clasped 
hands before them on the desk to signal that you and the issue that 
had brought you into their office now occupied their full attention, 
and cleared its throat again..." (393)  

 
 The grotesque humor and discomfort we feel in this passage arises from the tension 

between the expected softness and play of a child being usurped by the hard edges of will-power 

as business executive. We notice the discrepancy easily in an infant, but Wallace's satire suggests 

that what's really worrisome is that we act just this way as adults who, in contrast to normal (i.e. 

non-fierce) infants, are not limited in their power to act on these compulsions to dominate and 

control others. The will to assert one's "Self" becomes a problem we can only relinquish by 

paying attention to how (and to a lesser extent, why) that will arises in the first place. To not do 

this relegates us to fierce infants in adult bodies, no longer grotesque because so common-place.  

 But, as anybody who has ever tried to focus one's mind on the mind's actions itself 

through meditation knows, it's not easy. And if it were easy, everyone would already be doing it 

and the world would be less of an ecological disaster. Wallace dramatizes these initial stages of 

anxiety experienced by the meditator in a scene focusing on Lane Dean Jr., a rote examiner of 

tax forms, to whose thoughts we are privy:  

Lock a fellow in a windowless room to perform rote tasks just 
tricky enough to make him have to think, but still rote, tasks 
involving numbers that connected to nothing he'd ever see or care 
about, a stack of tasks that never went down, and nail a clock to the 
wall where he can see it, and just leave the man there to his mind's 
own devices. Tell him to pucker his butt and think beach when he 
starts to get antsy, and that would be just the word they'd use, 
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antsy, like his mother. Let him find out in time's fullness what a 
joke the word was, that it didn't come anyplace close. (379) 

 
 Lane Dean's experience here is how Buddhist meditators initially feel during an intensive 

week or month of meditation during which the mind's egoic restlessness exhausts itself and 

finally learns to relax. However, Lane Dean never gets to the other side of exhaustion because 

there's a clock there to remind him that his torture will be over, however far away that might be; 

the clock poses as the savior but is really the warden. During extended meditation intensives, 

where Buddhist practitioners sit and face a wall in complete silence for 30 minute intervals for 

hours and days on end, there is a sense that time has in fact stopped and the only way to survive 

the ordeal is to actually––rather than theoretically––relax into just sitting. My claim is that 

Wallace as a human being took himself as far as the prospect of the meditation hall but never 

actually sat down for the full week to feel the effect of an egoic mind that has ceased its "running 

around, waving its arms and shouting gibberish and holding ten cigarettes at once in [its] mouth 

like a panpipe." (379)   

 "Note too that interesting first appears just two years after bore. 1768." (385) Wallace-as-

Lane-Dean here begins to understand that "boredom" is what security looks like to the egoic 

mind, and that it's the bored ego that creates the distinctions between what is "good" and 

"interesting" and what is "bad" and "boring." Otherwise, as Buddhist masters from across the 

millennia remind us, everything "just is."  Therefore, Wallace's spiritual insight was on the mark; 

his own personal psychological disposition to act on the insight, however, remained tragically 

underdeveloped.  
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Kenyon College Commencement Speech 

 We see this so-close-yet-so-far quality in Wallace's commencement speech delivered at 

Kenyon College on May 21st, 2005. Wallace wrote nine drafts in preparation that is 

characteristic of his writerly perfectionism (thought nine is a lot, even for Wallace); but giving 

this kind of morality-hinged public talk was not characteristic and something he never repeated. 

Regardless, he delivered it sincerely and with minimal humorous asides and nervous ticks. It was 

for Wallace a kind of personal reckoning, maybe a way to clarify his confusion in the midst of 

writing The Pale King.  

 Part of the speech's message was that it is possible to adjust one's perspective from self-

centered to one that is more mindful of others, a transformation that Wallace points out is what it 

means to be "well-adjusted."  

 Another part of the message was that in learning to become more self-aware we can 

develop the capacity to choose what we think about. Instead of selfish thoughts, we can become 

more empathetic and compassionate toward others, qualities without which we will be doomed 

to lead egoistic and petty lives. It is these arguments that people found spiritually invigorating 

and inspiring and Buddhist.  

 But seeing this speech as Buddhist is to miss its motivating argument: that we need to 

choose what and how we think. According to Wallace, instead of choosing to think only about 

ourselves, we can learn, through practice, to choose alternative and more generous viewpoints. 

But anytime awareness is framed in terms of choice, we can be sure the egoic mind will be the 

one making them; the extreme of this Wallace characterized in the annoying young Leonard 
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Stecyk who is too-goody-goody for his and everyone else's sake.  

 A mere two months after the commencement speech, in July 2005, Wallace wrote the 

following postcard in reply to Christopher Hamacher:  

 C- The logistics I understand. But Q: Why is 'the key to the 
universe' in sitting and counting breaths for 30 minutes. Please 
explain. And why is it the 'ego' that resists the practice? Why not 
simply the part of me that doesn't want to sit and do nothing (well, 
almost nothing) for 30 minutes? The part that dislikes boredom in 
other words. Explain/Persuade?  

Y.I.C., David Wallace  
 

 Wallace's questions reveal his Western psychological outlook in which he probably 

understands the "ego" in terms of something like a "self" separate from these other parts of 

himself that are not egoic but would just rather be left alone. In Buddhism, however, there is "no 

self" and all these "parts" are our egoic mind that collapses the difference Wallace inquires 

about. But consider how similar this series of questions is to one of the later anonymous 

sections89 of The Pale King: 

I learned that the world of men as it exists today is a bureaucracy. 
This is an obvious truth, of course, though it is also one the 
ignorance of which causes great suffering. But moreover, I 
discovered, in the only way that a man ever really learns anything 
important, the real skill that is required to succeed in a 
bureaucracy. I mean really succeed: do good, make a difference, 
serve. I discovered the key. This key is not efficiency, or probity, 
or insight, or wisdom... The underlying bureaucratic key is the 
ability to deal with boredom.... The key is the ability, whether 
innate or conditioned, to find the other side of the rote, the 
picayune, the meaningless, the repetitive, the pointlessly complex. 

                                                             
89 I'm not sure when this section was written, but given its placement in The Pale King, it seems 
that Michael Pietsch thought it was one of the later bits of his writing; the incompleteness of the 
section supports that interpretation.   
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To be, in a word, unborable.... It is the key to modern life. If you 
are immune to boredom, there is literally nothing you cannot 
accomplish. (emphasis mine, 437-438)  
 

 Bureaucracy here implies both a system of systems like the IRS as well as the 

bureaucracy of internal thoughts which includes all our different psychological needs trying to 

control one another at a great cost to our free-flowing energies. Above all, however, the key for 

Wallace is to forego being clever and unlearn the parts of one's mind that distinguish between 

interesting and rote. This passage doesn't read ironically, especially given the inclusion of the 

character's ultimate ambition to "do good, make a difference, serve," all civic virtues that 

Wallace approached sincerely. It seems, therefore, that Wallace really took Hamacher's advice to 

heart and was on the verge of implementing it into his daily life.  

 But we know he didn't. Or at least never to the extent that it made any substantial 

difference.  

 

Drinion and Presence  

 Instead, one of the last sustained and polished sections of The Pale King is a fantastical 

imagining of someone who did embody this advice. I want to suggest that the Artist in Wallace, 

like a succubus, channeled Wallace's motivation for awareness into the art and away from his 

personal life. The section focuses on an IRS agent named Shane Drinion who listens to Meredith 

Rand as she talks during happy hour after work.  

 The problem in talking to Meredith Rand, it turns out, is that she's both out of this world 

beautiful and, according to those with a much less developed capacity for being present, out of 
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this world repetitive, self-involved, and rambling. In Rand, Wallace dramatizes the polar 

extremes of our egoic manipulations. So on the one hand, she's described as so drop-dead 

gorgeous that everyone––men and women––in her vicinity are filled with some kind of strong 

impulse born out of desire: jealousy, envy, resentment or an insatiable need to perform and 

impress her or resent her for the power she has over others. And on the flip-side, her rambling 

narratives induce boredom so that it appears to the listener that nothing she says is of interest to 

them. Both desire and boredom are manipulations of the egoic mind that chooses what it wants 

and deems everything else irrelevant to itself, hence making those things appear boring.  

 But Shane Drinion feels neither desire for Rand, nor is bored with her conversation. He 

does admit that when she starts repeating herself it takes more effort to remain present and 

focused, but he never claims to lose interest: "I would say almost anything you pay close, direct 

attention to becomes interesting." (456)  

He also hadn’t been aware of how much time had passed or was 
pasing, which for Meredith Rand was a very unusual thing. The 
best theory Meredith Rand could come up with was that it was that 
Mr. X paid such close, intense attention to what she was saying––
an intensity that had nothing to do with flirting or anyting 
romantic; this was a whole different type of intensity––although it 
was also true to say that Merdith Rand had experienced absolutely 
zero romantic or sexual attraction to Shane Drinion at that table in 
Meibeyer’s. It was something else entirely.  
 

 Wallace fantasizes, through Drinion, what it must be like to be present without being self-

conscious or bullied by the usual tricks of Desire. "It was something else entirely" receives a 

slight disambiguation a little later in the conversation: "There is a feeling that comes with sitting 

across from Shane Drinion and having his eyes and attention on you. It isn’t excitement, but it is 
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intense, a little bit like standing near the high-voltage transformer park south of Joliet Street." 

 In Buddhist circles, Drinion's qualities on display here are referred to as Presence that 

arises out of being present in the moment without distraction. And it is "something else entirely." 

There's no biographical evidence, sadly, that Wallace knew this from experience; rather, he had 

to imagine that this was what a happy, awake and enlightened being must be like. 

 The problem with an imaginative description of Drinion is that even if Wallace knew or 

experienced his character's focus and presence it would still fall short of any kind of description. 

Wallace therefore has some fun with preconceived notions of what enlightenment looks like.  

Drinion is given the nickname "Mr. X" by his colleagues which stands for "Mr. Excitement" and 

who is compared to the single long tone from a tuning fork. His physical appearance is that of an 

idiot savant: "He's a bit of a mouth-breather; his mouth hangs slightly open. With some people 

that mouth hanging open thing makes them look not too bright." (450)  "It was like having a cow 

or horse look at you: Not only did you not know what they were thinking as they looked at you, 

or if they were thinking at all... and yet at the same time you felt yourself truly seen." (460) At 

least in these instances, Wallace is humorously deflating the sentimental vision of what wise men 

must look like.   

 One critic took exception to the fact that Wallace "pinned his version of happiness on a 

human drone." But to say this is to entirely miss Wallace's irony and playfulness. It is, in other 

words, to completely discount the fact that Wallace has Drinion literally levitate during his 

conversation with Meredith Rand. And the more focused he becomes, the higher he starts to 

levitate: "Drinion’s bottom is hovering very slightly––perhaps one or two millimeters at most––

above the seat of his wooden chair." (468) Wallace hasn't pinned his version of happiness on a 
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human drone; rather, he's using Drinion as a fanciful stand-in to ironize people's exaggerated 

views of what an enlightened being acts and looks like. It's his attempt to both imitate 

mindfulness through the act of writing and description and to acknowledge that writing about 

Drinion is in no way near experiencing his kind of presence. Hence the humorous exaggeration 

about his superpower: "One night someone comes into the office and sees Drinion flotating 

upside down over his desk with his eyes glued to a complex return, Drinion himself unaware of 

the levitating thing by definition, since it is only when his attention is completely on something 

else that the levitaiton happens." (485) In this satire of focused concentration, Wallace does two 

seemingly contradictory things: he intuits a principle of meditation that most Buddhist meditators 

would agree with while simultaneously deflating the mysticism of such attainments: yes, being 

entirely and unabatedly present with a tax form is possible, but no, there's nothing extraordinary 

about it.  

 In his notes, Wallace remarkably wrote this to himself about how he envisioned Drinion:  

Drinion is happy. Ability to pay attention. It turns out that bliss – a 
second-by-second joy + gratitude at the gift of being alive, 
conscious – lies on the other side of crushing boredom. Pay close 
attention to the most tedious thing you can find (tax returns, 
televised golf), and, in waves, a boredom like you’ve never known 
will wash over you and just about kill you. Ride these out, and it’s 
like stepping from black and white into color. Like water after days 
in the desert. Constant bliss in every atom. (Pale King 546, 
Emphasis Wallace's)  
 

 Boredom is obviously a central theme throughout The Pale King because it’s seen as the 

opposite of indulgence and addiction. In doing his research for the novel, not only did Wallace 

take advanced accounting classes himself, but he also read the writings of Schopenhauer and 
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bracketed, among other sections, this one, from "On the Vanity of Existence":  

Life presents itself first and foremost as a task: the task of 
mantaining itself... If this task is accomplished, what has been 
gained is a burden, and there then appears a second task: that of 
doing something with it so as to ward off boredom, which hovers 
over every secure life like a bird of prey. Thus the first task is to 
gain something and the second to become unconscious of what has 
been gained, which is otherwise a burden. (HRC document 26.7) 
 

 What Schopenhauer emphasizes here is the kind of Will that helps keep us alive. But 

when things are calm and there's no struggle, that force of Will doesn't know what to do with 

itself. And so, out of boredom, it tries to create new kinds of intrigue, which leads to further 

struggle, ad infinitum as per Buddha's description of the endless cycle of suffering.  

 The non-Buddhist critic will read The Pale King and write "The only thing that seems 

clear from this novel is that boredom is more than a harmless discomfort. The fight against it 

expresses a need to secure the vitality of the self at all costs." (Meaney) Yes: fighting against 

what the Will does naturally and instinctively only increases the Will's need to confirm its own 

existence just like a milkman who is denied of his duty of delivering milk would either try to find 

a new route or a new job but wouldn't just sit there ready to starve to death.  

 The difference between Schopenhauer (and Nietzsche after him) and Buddhism is that the 

Will is seen as integral in the Western philosophical outlook, whereas in Buddhism it is seen 

merely as one part of a person's conditioning, that, with proper insight, can be given appropriate 

tasks without allowing it to rule one's life. Comparative Buddhist scholar Peter Abelsen writes to 

this effect: "Both Schopenhauer and Nagarjuna created a doctrine in which every man has a basic 

chance of deliverance, but the former embedded this chance in the capriciousness of the Will, 
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while the latter ascribed it to the fundamental possibility of attaining insight. (Small wonder that 

Zen Buddhism, lacking any devotionalism and relying solely on 'own-power' names Nagarjuna 

as its first patriarch... [Therefore,] as regards the comparison [of Buddhism] to Schopenhauer, it 

seems no oversimplification to say that Nagarjuna considered suffering as well as the liberation 

of suffering rather a matter of (lack of) 'knowledge' than a matter of sheer will. (Abelsen 268)  

 Before his correspondence with Christopher Hamacher and during his Kenyon speech, 

Wallace was far along the path toward spiritual insight. But, up to that point, his insight was 

nonetheless framed in terms of will: "I'm going to posit to you that the liberal arts cliché turns 

out not to be insulting at all, because the really significant education in thinking that we're 

supposed to get in a place like this isn't really about the capacity to think, but rather about the 

choice of what to think about." (Kenyon Speech, emphasis mine) 

 It was after exchanging letters and ideas with Hamacher that Wallace seems to have 

learned about the practice of meditation as a discipline not of will, but a way of "riding out the 

waves of crushing boredom [and desire]" the other side of which was bliss. When the Will 

finally realizes that it doesn't need to dominate every conversation, it first throws a tantrum and 

later learns to sit quietly and, when appropriate, to take adult responsibility for its appointed 

tasks. 

 In the end, it might have been Wallace's unrelenting frustration in having realized that 

writing about mindful presence and being mindfully present in his own life were not even 

remotely equivalent. In giving us a gift, he seems to have occluded his own.  
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 I understand better than ever that at the core and in the depths and paradoxically on the 

surface of Buddhism is the literal practice of watching your mind's thoughts arise and fall away, 

a practice that eventually teaches us how to stop being bullied by them. There's not much more 

than can be said about that.  

 Wallace did as much as can be done to move his artistic inquiries toward the hardest 

realities of contemporary life while remaining pleasurable enough to entertain and 

philosophically accessible enough to transform: he diagnosed our modern-day malaise with 

surgical precision; he found the dead-ends in all manner of addictions; and all along, he was 

slowly leading his readers toward the path of meditative awareness.  

 His death was devastating because we lost a profoundly brave human spirit. But the 

greater tragedy is that our world, which is in urgent need of recalibration away from our self-

centered modes of thinking, needs as many Buddhist ambassadors as are willing to step forward. 

And Wallace, with his fiercely imaginative and deeply humane mind had finally found the key. 

But it's not an easy key nor a self-explanatory one; Buddhist masters have been struggling to 

explain their insights for thousands of years, and every so often, a beautiful mind comes along 

with the talent to translate the great teachings into an appropriate historical context of 

understanding. Wallace was one of our best writers because of his profound insights into 

contemporary culture and his deep compassion and empathy for our struggles in it. The greatest 

tragedy, therefore, is that he was on the verge of not merely "finding the key" but embodying it, 

and the difference is severe. Consequently, I think he would have become one of our very best 

Buddhist teachers. But despite his no longer being with us, his work traces the path that leads us 

to what in Buddhist circles is known as The Path. It is up to us, his readers, to walk it.   
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 There is a seemingly infinite amount of Buddhist scholarship I still need to read that is 

more technical and precise than the literature I've read thus far. The trap of that approach is that I 

would leave Wallace behind for Buddhism, which is not what I want to happen; the way I see my 

way forward from this study's conclusion is merely to acknowledge that extra precision couldn't 

hurt as long as my focus remains grounded in Wallace and the study of literature.  

 Having explored Wallace's Buddhist topology, I think the most fruitful next steps will be 

comparative in nature and will seek to examine the ways Wallace's shades of Buddhism align 

and complicate other Western Buddhist thinkers, most especially the Transcendentalists and 

Wallace's contemporaries, especially Thomas Pynchon, Richard Powers and George Saunders. 

Likewise, there's much more work to be down with Wallace's philosophical roots––especially 

Wittgenstein and Schopenhauer and their relationship to Nagarjuna––which I merely touched on 

here. By virtue of comparison I think it will be easier to discern what gives Wallace's writing its 

sui generis qualities.  

 I'm also curious about how the measure of difficulty in our Western Buddhist writers 

aligns with the potency of their work. How, in other words, does deliberate difficulty negate and 

rebuff the strong pull toward sentimental redemption narratives that seem to plague less 

memorable literature. 
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