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INTRODUCTION 
 

David Foster Wallace invokes an intriguing image: a young, enigmatic author whose only 

major work, the novel Infinite Jest, runs over 1,000 pages in length and is considered by some to 

be the pinnacle of American postmodernism. Yet David Foster Wallace eludes a simple label. 

His name invokes a variety of often contradictory images: the zen quality of his spoken voice 

against the darkness and chaos of his written work; the apparent avoidance of the spotlight 

contrasted with the multitude of famous interviews, speeches, and the popular biographical film, 

The End of the Tour; the trademark bandana wrapped around his forehead while dressed in a suit 

and tie; his tragic and unexpected death by suicide. This provocative imagery unavoidably lends 

itself to the creation of a persona that has made Wallace a continuously recognizable figure of 

literature and culture. However, in his writing and appearance, Wallace repeatedly exhibits an 

anxiety towards the idea of celebrity. Be it a cringe in an interview or a narrative so preoccupied 

with dishonesty that the story cannot even take place, an obsession over seeming – and the 

dissonance between seeming and being – is both critiqued and replicated by Wallace himself. 

His status as a celebrity author came quickly after the publication of Infinite Jest in 1996, 

yet his career as a professional writer spanned from the publication of his master’s thesis in 1987 

to his death in 2008. The debates about the meaning of David Foster Wallace and Infinite Jest are 

ongoing and complicated. Infinite Jest has been read as a text of “unheard-of magnitude of 

literary amusement” that is simultaneously “grotesque” and disturbing (Staiger 90). Wallace has 

been seen as both an “aesthetic villain” of and successor to long literary traditions (Kirn). The 

most basic questions about the legacy of this writer and his magnum opus are unresolved 

because many perspectives fail to understand Infinite Jest in the context of his larger body of 

works. Reframing the novel as such shows that, at the heart of Wallace’s expansive career is the 
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ambition to move beyond postmodernism by using metafiction – an aspect of the movement’s 

form – and the much older literary tradition of sincerity to create a new mode of both writing and 

reading. This new sincerity is not fully realized in Infinite Jest alone, but the evidence of this 

ambition is present throughout the novel. This relationship illustrates Infinite Jest not only as an 

ending or climax of postmodernism, but in a position between postmodernism and new sincerity. 

It begs the fundamental questions of new sincerity and expresses its necessity, but does not 

singlehandedly provide answers to these questions. This is done through a wider understanding 

of Wallace’s other texts, particularly his unfinished novel The Pale King, which was published 

posthumously in 2011. 

 Wallace’s interest in new sincerity begins before Infinite Jest in his 1993 essay, “E 

Unibus Pluram,” which establishes the incapacities of postmodernism’s ability to critique and 

challenge mainstream American culture. Essentially, Wallace sees mainstream media 

successfully working to “capture and neutralize” the rebellious ambitions of postmodernism by 

absorbing the very qualities of the movement itself (“E Unibus Pluram” 171). This becomes 

apparent through corporate advertisements that prey on the desire to be unique and stand out, 

essentially commercializing the idea of rebellious individualism. On a larger scale, this becomes 

part of a commodification of 20th century American counterculture – the manipulation of 

something genuine through a deceitful re-representation. Within fiction specifically, Wallace 

expresses an anxiety toward the effect of a proliferation of postmodern irony in mainstream 

television as a disseminator of “great despair and stasis in U.S. culture” that isolates the 

consumer and takes away from the connective value of narrative art (“E Unibus Pluram 171). 

Knowing that David Foster Wallace saw postmodernism as a movement essentially corrupted by 
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corporate television, it becomes an oversimplification to say that he was a postmodern writer, or 

that his seminal work is indeed postmodern.  

 Wallace concludes “E Unibus Pluram” with the beginnings of his idea for what the “next 

real literary ‘rebels’” may look like: they are those who reject irony and “endorse single-entendre 

values” with “reverence and conviction” (“E Unibus Pluram” 192-193). In other words, they 

“risk disapproval” by returning to an older form of sincerity (“E Unibus Pluram” 193). Sincerity 

is defined by Lionel Trilling as “the avoidance of being false to any [person] through being true 

to one’s own self” and located as a virtue of fiction before the rise of modernism and 

postmodernism (Trilling 5). Traditional sincerity is an idea that anchors the writer and the reader 

on the same level: as “men speaking to men” through the medium of the text (Trilling 7). The 

idea of the writer as persona, instead of as a fellow person, arises and surpasses the equity of 

sincerity in the modernist movement. Wallace understands postmodernism as an expansion of 

this idea in which the writer exhibits a self-consciousness of this persona through the device of 

metafiction, which is a characteristic of the larger movement. Wallace’s call at the end of “E 

Unibus Pluram” then seems to warrant a return to a premodern concept that is admittedly “banal” 

and “anachronistic” (“E Unibus Pluram” 193). This idea is partially fulfilled through a reading of 

Infinite Jest that emphasizes small moments of sincerity amidst deep explorations of American 

consumerism, entertainment, and addiction that the novel is famous for, but these moments are 

dominated by the expanding narrative sprawl of the text. 

 Despite Wallace’s claims in “E Unibus Pluram,” new sincerity is not and cannot be about 

return; it is about creation. The thing that is created is a new form that invokes questions of 

honesty and collectivity that define sincerity, while in the context of fiction after postmodernism. 

Contemporary scholarship on Wallace studies his role in this transition mostly through the ways 
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in which his early works deconstruct postmodernism. This school views Infinite Jest as a 

fictional continuation of the arguments made in “E Unibus Pluram” – less of a solution or 

answer, and more of a diagnosis. Wallace is thus seen as a precursor of new sincerity instead of 

an actual figure of the movement.  

While Wallace is indeed more of a transitional figure between two ideas, not wholly 

defined by postmodernism or new sincerity, his role in the development of the latter has been 

underestimated because of his acclaimed deconstruction of the former. I claim that framing 

Infinite Jest in the context of Wallace’s later work – specifically his unfinished final novel The 

Pale King – reframes the literary project of his canon not as primarily a deconstruction of 

postmodernism but instead as a creation of new sincerity through the repurposed role of 

metafiction in creating a present awareness of the act of communication through fiction.  
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CHAPTER I: Reframing Infinite Jest Through the Films of James Incandenza 

 
Given the context of sincerity in “E Unibus Pluram,” it is strange that Infinite Jest, which 

was released three years later, is not read through this lens. In its initial reception, Infinite Jest 

was read as a zenith work of postmodernism, lauded for its use of irony, parody and keen self-

awareness to create a satire of popular entertainment culture. The novel is celebrated primarily 

for its humor, and Wallace is often remembered for his apparently “darkly ironic” style 

(Williams). This reception stands in stark contrast to his ultimate rejection of postmodernism in 

“E Unibus Pluram.” Even despite Wallace’s confession that he wanted the novel to be 

“extraordinarily sad” and “not particularly postmodern," the text is usually read in almost the 

exact opposite manner (David Foster Wallace on Charlie Rose, 21:00-21:10). 

This incongruence between authorial intention and critical review derives from the 

cultural conditioning of the reader and the ambiguities of the novel. Wallace asserts that readers 

unconsciously “get trained” to look for certain narrative themes and qualities by consuming 

media, so their approach to Infinite Jest would inevitably be informed by exterior cultural entities 

like popular television or postmodern literature (“E Unibus Pluram” 165). That being said, 

Infinite Jest undoubtedly engages with the cultural phenomena of the 1990’s more broadly, 

especially through its recurring “[obsession] with its own end” in the form of repeated reference 

to apocalypse (Fest 285). The destructive ending of Infinite Jest reflects the air of finality that 

hung over many aspects of American culture in the 1990’s, as the millennium itself came to a 

close. Francis Fukuyama famously declared that the decade would see the “end of history” as the 

Soviet Union collapsed and the United States stood as the remaining global power (Fukuyama 

18). This conditioning led to a powerful yet oversaturated preoccupation with the conclusive 
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elements of Infinite Jest that silenced the other aspect of the narrative: the exploration of new 

beginnings. 

By approaching the novel through the lens of Wallace’s wider career instead of simply 

through the cultural landscape of the 1990’s, it becomes clear that Infinite Jest contemplates the 

creation of new sincerity alongside the ending of postmodernism. While heavily fractured in the 

style of postmodern literature, the sprawling narrative of Infinite Jest also features moments that 

use metafiction to create the effect of new sincerity through the density of the narrative. These 

moments illustrate moments of personal despair and invite the reader to empathize with the 

characters, while also showing the ways in which postmodernism fails to create this effect. 

Wallace orchestrates many of these moments through the inclusion of films made by the 

character James Incandenza in order to repurpose metafiction from postmodern irony to a vehicle 

of self-aware sincerity. Despite the brevity of the appearances of these films in the text, their role 

in the broader development of new sincerity reaffirms their value and reshapes the common 

understanding of Infinite Jest itself. 

 

Postmodernism and James Incandenza as Metafictional Character 

Infinite Jest builds off of “E Unibus Pluram” by methodologically structuring its narrative 

and prose to parallel the enjoyable sensation of watching television. The reader is taken from the 

Enfield Tennis Academy to the Ennet Halfway House to the deserts of Tucson, Arizona with the 

turn of a page in the same way that viewers of television are taken from channel to channel with 

the press of a button. Infinite Jest’s layering of complicated plot, moments of extreme humor and 

consistently remarkable prose are designed to be “seductive enough” to keep the reader 

entertained for 1,000 pages, just as television is designed to hold viewers for hours at a time 
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(Wallace, “Future of American Fiction,” 13:00-13:10). Additionally, the novel’s incredibly 

detailed explanation of the rules of unimportant fictional games or immense descriptions of the 

Boston metropolitan area or the chemicals within addictive drugs emulate the numbing 

experience of mindless television-watching. Both of these forces, extreme pleasure and extreme 

boredom, ultimately distract the reader from the tragic moments in the novel, literally creating a 

form of escapism for the reader. Many scholars understand these moments as a recognition of 

“the influence of film [and television] on the novel” and use them as evidence of the blending 

and reabsorption of ideas across media (Sayers 359). However, Wallace indicates in “E Unibus 

Pluram” that this is a literary phenomenon that he both recognizes and resents. Thus, the 

recurrence of televisual style must play a deeper role than mere emulation. 

There are clear moments of interaction between television, literature and film taking 

place within Infinite Jest that do not just model but advance the postmodern tradition of formal 

media-blending. The focal point of this development in Infinite Jest is the character James 

Incandenza, who is a metafictional representation of media creators. While the inclusion of a 

metafictional character is a common quality of postmodern literature, Incandenza advances the 

concept in several ways. For one, James Incandenza is not the main character of Infinite Jest. In 

fact, he is not alive at the time of the novel’s primary narrative, having killed himself several 

years prior. This is in stark contrast to the metafictional character of a postmodern novel that 

Wallace praised: the main character and narrator of Don DeLillo’s White Noise, Jack Gladney. 

Wallace himself observes that Gladney “suffers” on the same level as the other characters in the 

novel (“E Unibus Pluram” 171). Conversely, James is spared from the tragic fates of the living 

characters in Infinite Jest. In fact, James Incandenza actually creates the narrative conditions that 

lead to the suffering of other characters. James is the founder of the tennis academy at which a 

majority of the story takes place; he is the creator of the lethally entertaining film “Infinite Jest 
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VI;” and he has an unavoidable influence on the main character of the novel, his son, Hal 

Incandenza. Yet he only appears indirectly, mostly through his various films that play in the 

background of important scenes. Instead of being the victim of some ambient narrative force as 

Jack Gladney is, James Incandenza himself is the haunting white noise of Infinite Jest. Through 

his films, institutions, and legacy, James Incandenza is always there regardless of whether the 

reader realizes his presence. 

James Incandenza advances the thesis of DeLillo’s White Noise by literally recreating, 

instead of simply describing, the pervasive yet hidden omnipresence of television. This has often 

been interpreted as a submission to television in the novel’s ongoing media-blending; the novel 

seems to recreate television instead of just critiquing or referencing it, implying an intensification 

of postmodern ideas. DeLillo, the classical postmodernist, operates as a cultural critic while 

Wallace seems to position himself as a disseminator of the culture itself. DeLillo speaks through 

Jack Gladney to reveal a societal condition which neither he nor his readers can escape, yet 

Wallace appears to be actually enforcing this condition. Accordingly, Incandenza also represents 

the author’s unspoken but dominant power over the narrative. What connects Wallace and 

Incandenza is not suffering, but authority. They are each seen as the creators of institutions and 

devices that drive Infinite Jest forward towards its destructive end.  

 James’s continuous influence over his son is emphasized through Hal Incandenza’s 

passive screening of them in search of a way to connect to his father. While these scenes reveal 

the contents of James’s films to the reader, they are also shown to be deeply personal for Hal; 

whenever they are interrupted, he “whimpers” quietly (Infinite Jest 702). Despite their 

significance to Hal as a character, they are not portrayed as important plot devices. A vast 

majority of them are only given a paragraph of detail within a larger footnote and are not 

mentioned in the narrative itself (Infinite Jest 985-993). Incandenza’s film “Blood Sister: One 
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Tough Nun” is transcribed as both background noise to a conversation and through Hal’s faulty 

memory (Infinite Jest 701). There is a similar ambiguity in Hal’s reflections on the film “The 

American Century as Seen Through a Brick,” or the film student and actress Joelle Van Dyne’s 

study of the film “The Medusa v. The Odalisque.” For all of Infinite Jest’s extremely and 

tediously detailed descriptions of a parking lot, the daily routines of youth tennis players, or any 

number of other random narrative focal points, Incandenza’s films are deliberately ambiguous, 

left completely to the reader’s interpretation. The exception to this is James’s film “Infinite Jest 

VI,” which is crucially important to the plot. However, the actual contents of the film are only 

described in two pages through an otherwise insignificant character’s faulty recall (Infinite Jest 

788-789). The text distracts the reader from these films and for once empowers the reader to 

create their own images of them if they are given attention.  

 James Incandenza’s influence over his son is also physically evident through Hal’s 

mannerisms. Even though Hal does not know his father for long, he never fails to answer the 

telephone with the same “locutions and intonations” as his father (Infinite Jest 32). The reader is 

reminded of this every time Hal answers a call with his memorable “mmmyellow” (Infinite Jest 

242). Hal also has a habit of pretending to “[straighten] a bow tie” upon entering rooms even if 

he is not wearing one because they were a frequent accessory of his father (Infinite Jest 799). It 

is rarely mentioned that Hal adopted these quirks from his father; the actions are simply 

described without allusion to James. They go unnoticed if the reader fails to remember James 

Incandenza’s own quirks and habits. Nonetheless, they are frequent and create an almost 

subliminal effect connecting father and son. The significance of James’s hold on Hal – and other 

characters – begins to articulate Wallace’s understanding of the novel and the communicative 

relationship between the author and reader. While understood as an embodiment of television, 
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these examples provide the initial musings of metafictional sincerity because they give attention 

to the power and importance of awareness in understanding narrative constructs. 

Thus, while not even featuring as a living character, James Incandenza has the same 

power over the entire narrative of Infinite Jest that David Foster Wallace does and thus provides 

an effective demonstration of entertainment’s influence over consumers’ lives. James also looms 

over the lives of his other sons in some way, with Mario Incandenza embracing his father by 

pursuing his own career as a filmmaker and Orin Incandenza recalling moments that remain 

“moving” to him years after his father’s death (Infinite Jest 956). James’s life directly inspires 

the various actions of his sons, and his voice is heard throughout the novel through the recurring 

noises of his films that populate various scenes. Once this is recognized, James Incandenza’s 

mark appears everywhere in the novel. Now understanding his narrative importance as a 

metafictional character, I will argue that his films each serve as representations of Infinite Jest 

and its pivotal engagement with new sincerity. 

 

“The Joke” and Irony’s Role in Mainstream and Avant-garde Media 

While one of the first presented Incandenza films, called “The Joke,” initially seems to 

use metafiction to validate the reading of Infinite Jest as a postmodern novel, it really becomes a 

metafictional embodiment of the anti-postmodern argument within “E Unibus Pluram.” Part of 

the film’s effect only comes to light through its full title – “The Joke: You Are Strongly Advised 

NOT To Shell Out Money to See This Film” (Infinite Jest 397). It serves to lure in Incandenza’s 

usual crowd of “art-film habitues” who represent avant-garde consumers and think that they are 

in on an ironic joke (Infinite Jest 397). The film is nothing more than a livestream of the 

audience, however, and the only way out is to admit defeat and leave the theater. This is a 

conventional postmodern trap: there is no method of triumph over the work. Its place in the 
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narrative has contributed to the framing of Infinite Jest as a postmodern “gag” in and of itself 

(Staiger 90). When taken literally, the titles of both “The Joke” and Infinite Jest appear as 

warnings, discouraging viewership or readership of something meaningless. Through this 

understanding, the positioning of “The Joke” just before the halfway point of the novel seems 

strategic. The unaware audience, like the determined viewer, will drag themselves through the 

remaining six hundred eighty-one dense pages only to find that the book offers no satisfying 

ending, and they will find themselves the victim of a cruel joke. The knowledgeable reader of 

metafiction takes this warning as an opportunity to escape the trap. 

This is why “The Joke” leads critics to align Infinite Jest with postmodernism and 

abandon alternative readings. The apparent meaninglessness of “The Joke” is evocative of 

Fredric Jameson’s characterization of postmodernism as a movement that does not “really speak 

to [the audience] at all” (Jameson 59). Through the perspective of traditional postmodernism, the 

genius of Infinite Jest is its hostility towards the reader: its greatest achievement is the creation of 

such a weighty and seductive text that keeps readers engaged while saying virtually nothing. 

This is where the understanding of Infinite Jest as an imitative satire that is as entertaining and as 

empty as postmodern American entertainment comes from. The characters and plots are seen as 

nothing more than a “random collection of dead objects” that emulates the lifelessness of 

television and the broader entertainment industry (Jameson 60). The novel is framed as 

Wallace’s attempt to “beat the entertainment-media culture at its own game” by showing the 

readers their own satisfaction with nothingness (Staiger 90). This framing of Infinite Jest is 

popular and compelling, yet it is contradictory to the details of Wallace’s larger project. 

 With the context of Wallace’s broader philosophy, “The Joke” becomes a way of 

expressing the coalescence of postmodernism with the mainstream and ridiculing those who fail 

to see such a development. The deliberately anti-entertaining film stands in clear opposition to 
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the impossibly entertaining “Infinite Jest VI” and they create opposite effects: one drives viewers 

away while the other holds viewers in. In further contrast, “The Joke” is only accessible in the 

artistic communities of “Cambridge MA and Berkeley CA,” while “Infinite Jest VI” is 

eventually disseminated to the entire country (Infinite Jest 397). However, neither of these films 

actually say anything. “Infinite Jest VI” is almost as uneventful as “The Joke:” it is nothing more 

than a looped sequence of a woman “going through a revolving door” in one scene, and 

profusely apologizing in another (Infinite Jest 938). What ties these two different films together 

is the role of irony: “The Joke” uses the expectation of irony to create a trap while “Infinite Jest 

VI” is described as an intoxicatingly entertaining “ironic joke” that imprisons viewers (Infinite 

Jest 940). Despite the apparent differences between these two films, they demonstrate the way in 

which both avant-garde postmodernism has become inseparable from mainstream popular media. 

They articulate the merging of postmodern and televisual storytelling around the feature of irony 

that is the central thesis of “E Unibus Pluram.” 

 Infinite Jest as a novel is not wholly represented by either of these films. On the contrary, 

the novel exhibits a criticism of both the avant-garde and the mainstream through the reception 

of each of these films by characters. Reading Infinite Jest as a postmodern novel or as a 

recreation of television leads to the same interpretation, because they have become virtually one 

and the same. When readers understand Infinite Jest as a postmodern book, they logically view 

the characters as they do figures on television: nothing more than artificial and performative 

vessels of some larger function. The ambition they see motivating the book is one that acts as a 

sort of slap in the face of the average television-obsessed American, yet the narrative is just as 

much a critique of this reading as it is of any other. “The Joke” emphasizes the misunderstood 

reading of Infinite Jest that fails to understand postmodernism through the same lens that it does 

mainstream television. 
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         The flaws in this popular reading are seen in the discrepancy of the novel’s praise as a 

hilarious comedy and David Foster Wallace’s intention to write a sad book. As Hal Incandenza 

says in the opening of the novel, “it transcends the mechanics” (Infinite Jest 12). The characters 

in this story are meant to be given voices and to be empathetically understood by the reader. The 

novel itself is more than an intellectual exercise, but the popular conditioning of the reader is one 

that identifies character as a tool in a formal literary puzzle or a wider captivating spectacle. The 

reading inspired by this conditioning misses the central point. Infinite Jest is indeed concerned 

with postmodernism, irony and the role of television in 1990’s America, but this critique is not 

executed exclusively through a hostile recreation of a television-like environment and an 

elaborate metafictional postmodern trick, as would be exemplified by “The Joke.”  

 

Cultural Deconstruction in “The American Century as Seen Through a Brick” 

James Incandenza’s other film, “The American Century as Seen Through a Brick,” 

demonstrates the way in which metafiction facilitates new sincerity as a response to 

postmodernism by enacting a deconstruction of the movement under the participatory guise of 

irony. In actuality, the film builds upon the newly established reading of “The Joke” by 

executing a critique of consumerism that is unironic. The message of “The American Century” is 

that millennial America has been taught to see “naivete” as the last “true [and] terrible sin” 

because of popular and commercialized ironic media (Infinite Jest 694). This affirms the reasons 

that “The Joke” performs so well in the box office by appealing to audiences’s proclivity for 

irony, despite the fact that the advertising itself literally discourages attendance to the screenings. 

In reality, it is also part of why Infinite Jest grew to such fast fame: the novel’s ability to model 

the popular aesthetics of 1990’s media undoubtedly had an effect on its early readership. 
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If “The Joke” ridicules the conditioning of postmodern irony, then “The American 

Century” warns against it by actually promoting unironic watching. The film’s climactic shot of 

a reverberating piano string growing louder and louder until it grows “overripe” and “putrid” acts 

as a blatant critique of American consumerism that is unfashionable amidst postmodern 

resentment for clarity (Infinite Jest 695). The inclusion of this critique within a metafictional text 

works twofold: first, it keeps the conditioned reader engaged by distancing the unironic critique 

in the film from Infinite Jest itself; second, it exhibits the use of a metafictional text that actually 

deconstructs postmodernism from within a postmodern appearance. While Incandenza is labeled 

“unsubtle” and “unsophisticated” for his obvious thesis, the truth of Wallace’s own critique 

exists underneath metafictional layers that spare Wallace from the same criticisms received by 

his fictional counterpart (Infinite Jest 694). The film is not supposed to appear as a metafictional 

version of Infinite Jest, but in the context of Incandenza as a representation of Wallace himself, it 

can be understood as such. 

Therefore, as a metafictional representation of the text, “The American Century” 

reframes Infinite Jest not as the ironic prank modeled by “The Joke” but as a consequence of 

overabundance. This falls in line with the eventual narrative sprawl that marks the end of Infinite 

Jest. As corporations become conglomerates, as various artistic media all coalesce to the 

principles of television, as Americans indulge in ever-increasing levels of consumerism, things 

that were once pleasurable become painful and grotesque in a way that is represented by the 

vibrating piano string. Instead of allowing this development to happen as “The Joke” does, “The 

American Century” articulates its danger. “The American Century” is aggressively unironic and 

thematically articulate of the notions established in “E Unibus Pluram.” All this works to signal 

Wallace’s intention to dissociate from the usual postmodern reliance on the concept, but only 

after both close examination and deeper understanding of the context. 
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 The lack of subtlety within the film allows Wallace to use it as a way to convey sincere 

empathy towards the hopeless conditions of characters governed by a culture that loathes 

sentimentality and a society obsessed with excess. The film is analyzed alongside an exploration 

into the life of a side-character named Kate Gompert and acts as a diagnosis for her condition of 

anhedonia. Anhedonia is a condition in Infinite Jest that is inspired by American culture and 

representative of postmodern thought. In the postmodernist vein, Kate Gompert’s condition is 

described through a linguistic lens: words become “abstract ideas” that possess “denotation but 

not connotation” as meaningful things become increasingly emptied of real definition (Infinite 

Jest 693). She can speak about happiness and purpose, but can only understand them as concepts, 

not as real emotions. Her condition emulates postmodern linguistic theory in which words are 

only defined in relation to each other, devoid of any objective meaning (Tompkins 741). Words 

lose their “full and fleshy” quality, and as a result, Kate Gompert loses her ability to feel (Infinite 

Jest 693).  

 Kate’s anhedonia is also derived from a more widespread cultural occurrence than the 

esoteric postmodern philosophy of language: beyond this, anhedonia is an indication of a wider 

cultural aversion to meaning. Fredric Jameson argues that postmodern artistic expression of 

emotion can only be rendered through a strange, jumbled release from repression – similar to the 

euphoria felt by Kate Gompert when she gets high. In popular culture, the cycle of 

commodification and referentiality coupled with infrequent, intense euphoria of release seen in 

postmodern media eventually diminishes any true meaning and prevents the formation of true 

catharsis. This is how the “flatness” of postmodernism develops out of excess (Jameson 9). At 

some point, the euphoria grows as intolerable as the “putrid” vibrating note in “The American 

Century,” until nothing is left (Infinite Jest 695). According to Jameson, this is not necessarily a 

quality of postmodern art but instead the product of a late-capitalist culture, which Wallace 
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would say are one and the same. Again, this is postmodernism’s failure: it has no rebellious 

ability to challenge these cycles that are characteristic of mainstream culture. Instead, the 

movement’s thinkers only seek to emulate the emptiness of corporate art and entertainment 

embodied by television.  

Within the layers of deconstruction and metafiction, the passage of “The American 

Century” uses sincerity to explore Kate Gompert’s anhedonia. Wallace briefly breaks down the 

barriers between author and reader in this section by narrating with an inclusive “we” instead of 

the usual “they” to connect the reader’s conditions to those of the character (Infinite Jest 694). In 

understanding sincerity, the passage effectively generates empathy for Gompert because of her 

representation of a “what-does-it-all-mean-type crisis” that many “middle-aged Americans” are 

familiar with (Infinite Jest 693). This is something that many readers can be empathetic towards. 

The ironic double-entendre of postmodernism threatens this empathy, however, and an anxiety 

towards authorial sincerity is present in this section. This exploration into Kate Gompert and 

“The American Century” takes up less than six pages of the whole narrative and is rarely 

referenced again. It is extremely easy to forget about in the entirety of Infinite Jest, yet it reveals 

deep truths about the thematic structure of the novel. It represents Infinite Jest as a bleak story of 

pain through an overwhelmingly stimulating narrative that is periodically interrupted by brief 

moments of sincerity.  

 This perspective also changes the popular reading of “The Joke,” which becomes less of 

a metafictional wink towards the meaninglessness of the novel and more of a warning against 

understanding Infinite Jest as nihilistic. “The Joke” is more clearly positioned as a deconstruction 

of the avant-garde who are just as reliant on cynicism and irony as the mainstream creators of 

corporate television. While the mainstream is too entertaining and the avant-garde is too 

cloistered to be entertaining at all, they are both prolific disseminators of the same destructive 
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irony. The avant-garde as it stands under postmodernism cannot use its signature ironic voice to 

critique a mainstream culture that has made irony its own. This overall critique of irony in both 

the avant-garde and mainstream indicates that neither excerpt is meant to be read as postmodern, 

despite the use of metafictional self-awareness in both. Instead, they are Wallace executing his 

critique without any esoteric or overly complicated puzzles, and instead with sincerity. 

 

“The Medusa v. The Odalisque” and New Sincerity 

 James Incandenza’s other film, “The Medusa v. The Odalisque,” affirms this 

understanding of Infinite Jest through new sincerity by acting as a metafictional representation of 

the text itself. As a film, “M v. O” parallels literary postmodernism in many ways. Incandenza’s 

work is seen as technically and formally “brilliant,” yet devoid of any attempt at “real 

communication” with the audience (Infinite Jest 740). While “M v. O” initially appears this way, 

the film is shown to contain brief expressions of torment and pain on the faces of the characters. 

These flashes are representative of the small moments of sincerity and empathy within Infinite 

Jest. Reading James Incandenza as an insertion for David Foster Wallace, the former’s 

motivations in structuring “M v. O” in this specific way applies broadly to Infinite Jest. An 

observant viewer of “M v. O,” Joelle Van Dyne, speculates that the intricacy of these brief 

flashes must have taken Incandenza hours and hours to master perfectly, yet the final product is 

almost unnoticeable to most viewers. She senses a conflict in Incandenza between the anxiety of 

appearing like an amateur and the need to empathetically recognize the suffering of the 

characters. In seeing “M v. O” as a metafictional nod to Infinite Jest, the novel is reframed as a 

text that hides sincerity within a work that presents itself as “technically gorgeous” but “oddly 

hollow,” in accordance with its contemporaries (Infinite Jest 740). Sincerity is embedded 

throughout the random segments devoted to side characters, random plots, and human suffering, 
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not to confuse or dishearten the reader, but present moments of empathy to attentive readers. 

Somewhere within Infinite Jest, freed from the biases and conditionings of contemporary 

consumerism, this thesis becomes clear. James Incandenza’s films are simply indications of that 

very development. 

With this context, Joelle Van Dyne herself stands as a model for the way in which 

sincerity can shift the understanding of Infinite Jest. As a suffering character, she comes to 

represent one of the so-called “flashes” of pain within the novel itself (Infinite Jest 741). A 

character constantly covered by a veil, Joelle’s first scene is her radio broadcast at M.I.T. under 

the pseudonym Madame Psychosis. For hundreds of pages, she appears and reappears under 

various pseudonyms without ever giving real indication of who she is. A scene in which she 

attempts to commit suicide mixes tragedy with Marxist film theory, random dialogue, and 

incidental flashes of plot in a way that is painfully dense, jumbled and “self-[destructing]” in a 

way that is both literally and figuratively postmodern (Jameson 14). These early moments of Van 

Dyne read like gibberish, but start to make sense with the context provided later in the story. “M 

v. O” introduces the reader to Van Dyne’s past and makes a retrospective reading of her early 

scenes deeply empathetic. Instead of appearing postmodern, the hectic tone of these scenes is 

really a demonstration of radical new sincerity that brings the reader into the chaotic mind of a 

character. Van Dyne’s development shows that Infinite Jest not only includes moments of 

sincerity, but also that it is capable of shifting an apparently postmodern incident into one of new 

sincerity by informing the reading of it. Sincerity does not need to be kept to the brief flashes; it 

can populate the whole book. 

Van Dyne also reveals the conflict at the heart of James Incandenza’s work, that is: his 

turn to “unironic” storytelling comes in response to his inability to communicate with his sons, 

Orin and Hal (Infinite Jest 740). Orin is a morally reprehensible and ultimately dishonorable 
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character to follow, yet he reveals the sadness that arises from his disconnect from his father to 

Van Dyne, shedding his almost villainous persona that infuses his appearances elsewhere in the 

novel. Orin and James both tell Van Dyne that they require the presence of Avril Incandenza – 

James’s wife and Orin’s mother – to act as an intermediary for any form of communication. 

James also requires his body of films to communicate with Hal, even though his films are often 

misinterpreted. These instances reflect the imperfection, yet the simultaneous need, for a sort of 

conduit for connection between individuals that fiction represents. The novel can act as a 

communicative medium that transcends space and time, yet it requires the awareness of both the 

author and the reader to function. These moments of sincerity in Infinite Jest are meant to make 

the reader aware of this exchange, yet they are weighed down by an anxiety of appearance and 

imperfection that is reflected in the characters. Even when James does try to communicate with 

Orin more directly, Hal believes that Orin’s understanding of the interaction has “nothing to do 

with” what their father was actually saying (Infinite Jest 956). Even Hal himself repeatedly 

misunderstands the communicative value of his father’s films, which stands as his last 

connection to him. This disconnect proves to be the ultimate reason for Hal’s suffering. 

 

James Incandenza’s Failure 

Hal Incandenza represents the destructive cycle that arises from an inability to 

communicate through sincerity, and his misunderstanding of his father’s films act as an 

embodiment of the failure of postmodernism. Hal, having memorized the Oxford English 

Dictionary and watched the majority of James’s filmography, should be masterfully articulate 

and aware of his father’s move towards sincerity. Yet he is seen throughout the novel “shutting 

[himself] off” from anything truly “unique or personal,” ultimately losing his ability to 

communicate at all (Jameson 15). Hal is Wallace’s “virtual deconstruction” of postmodern 
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thinkers: he is keenly observant to contemporary American life and has a masterful grasp over 

language, but he cannot use his knowledge to incite real change or foster connection through 

media (Jameson 11). He becomes Fredric Jameson’s visualization of postmodernism as a “statue 

with blind eyeballs,” striking poses of critique but unable to feel sentiment or commit to action 

(Jameson 17). Hal eventually loses his voice and identity, becoming identified only as “the sad 

kid” by the end of the novel (Infinite Jest 934). This fate of silence is the same trajectory that 

Wallace posits postmodernism is destined for because of its loss of rebellious intent and 

absorption into the mainstream. 

The tragedy of Hal’s story comes from his failure to see the ways in which his father’s 

films are meant to save him through communicative connection. While Hal understands the 

critique at the heart of “The American Century,” he cannot grasp that the film is in fact a 

warning for him instead of a mere observation. Hal also is prevented from seeing “Infinite Jest 

VI” as a chance for James to apologize and save Hal from a “womb of solipsism, anhedonia, 

death in life” (Infinite Jest 839). James shares that the purpose of the film is to “simply converse” 

with Hal, yet the narrative of Infinite Jest prevents Hal from watching the film by intentionally 

separating him from the final copy of it (Infinite Jest 838).  

The only person who is shown to genuinely understand James Incandenza’s work is 

Joelle Van Dyne, who only sees the true thesis of “M v. O,” after hours of intentional watching 

and rewatching. She is clearly unique in this ability: the “gorgeous combatants” of the film 

immediately numb the mind of Orin Incandenza when he views it (Infinite Jest 741). His 

misunderstanding comes from the domination of “multi-channel cable TV;” Orin watches in this 

manner because he is conditioned to do so (Infinite Jest 741). This narrative tragedy is 

overshadowed by the dominant focus on the societal addiction to entertainment that the novel is 

known for. However, James Incandenza’s films indicate the deeper layering that brings Infinite 
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Jest beyond just a satire of consumerism. The greatest catastrophe in the novel is Hal 

Incandenza’s personal collapse, and it stems not from his tendencies as a consumer but from his 

inability to understand the role of media in conversation between individuals. Hal’s story 

presents an anxiety towards the supposed impossibility of this sort of exchange that is driven by 

the seeming lack of solution. This impossibility signals the need for a new movement, because 

the old not only is incapable of solving the problem, but is also unable to even address it. In this 

context, Infinite Jest begins to lay the groundwork for the development of a new reading through 

new sincerity. 

 

James Incandenza’s Success 

         Don Gately represents this development of a new reading by learning how to 

communicate sincerely on his path to recovery from drug addiction. Gately is positioned as the 

conventional hero of the text through his experience as a recovering addict attending Boston 

Alcoholics Anonymous. These AA meetings present an alternative philosophy of communication 

that counteracts irony: the attendees are “very sensitive to the presence of ego,” and are keenly 

aware when a speaker is only trying to impress or please them (Infinite Jest 367). Newcomers 

who give performative testimonies do not make progress in their recoveries; speakers must find a 

way to be completely honest and direct, even if the vulnerability required is gut-wrenching. They 

must be totally sincere in what is an “irony-free zone” if they want to belong and thus defeat 

their addiction (Infinite Jest 369). The addicts have been met with “sincerity with an ulterior 

motive” throughout their addiction and recovery journeys, and they have come to recognize and 

be fearful of it (Infinite Jest 369). These meetings demonstrate that true sincerity can be 

entertaining: honest newcomers leave the veteran AA attendees “roaring with Identification and 

pleasure” because of how deeply it allows them to connect (Infinite Jest 368).  
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 Part of the tragedy of Hal’s character is that his intellect allows him to realize the sincere 

philosophy demonstrated in AA, yet his isolated perspective prevents him from acting upon it. 

Like the addicts have grown to detect false sincerity, Hal speculates that the most dangerous and 

evil sort of monster is no longer the conventional beast or ghost, but is instead the “brass-faced” 

liar who gives no indication of the fact that they are lying (Infinite Jest 774). The liar whose 

dishonesty – whose lack of sincerity – is completely invisible. Hal observes this evil, but cannot 

resist it. While Gately is surrounded by people who value sincerity and resent irony, Hal has 

lived his whole life surrounded by people “lousy with secrets” and lies (Infinite Jest 751). These 

deceitful people influence Hal and distract him from the novel’s most sincere, yet also weakest 

character: his brother Mario. Mario’s “total trust and forgiveness” is interpreted by Hal as an act 

or facade because he has been conditioned to receive sincerity as such (Infinite Jest 784). Hal is 

horrified by any display of vulnerability and sentiment, and he loathes his “hideous internal self” 

(Infinite Jest 695). Hal sees sincerity is a false ideal and degenerates as a character because of 

this perception. 

Alternatively, Gately embraces connective sincerity and displays the greatest feat of the 

novel by communicating with a posthumous reincarnation of James Incandenza. Incandenza and 

Gately can only connect when Gately is immobilized in the hospital, and Incandenza must 

devote great energies to even make himself visible. He can “empathize totally” with Gately, but 

can “never speak right to anybody” whatsoever (Infinite Jest 831). To make up for his 

invisibility, Incandenza first tries to use references – such as corporate or cultural images like a 

can of Coke or an image of the president – to reach Gately (Infinite Jest 832). The stream of 

referential consciousness gets faster, reaching “chipmonkish” speed and growing louder and 

louder in Gately’s head just like the unceasing musical note present in “The American Century 

as Seen Through a Brick” (Infinite Jest 832). Incandenza’s first attempt to connect with Gately 
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are loud but meaningless, ultimately reflective of commercial entertainment. Real connection is 

made when the performative acrobatics of reference are dropped, and communication occurs 

organically. 

This moment of sincerity reveals much about the novel’s purpose. Incandenza explains 

his frustrations with television and reveals the motivations behind his works. His resentment for 

the recurring presence of “nameless patrons” engaging in “utterly silent conversations” in the 

corners of bars on television shows like Cheers! creates a level of artificiality and dehumanizes 

the peripheral characters (Infinite Jest 834). James Incandenza’s films sound jumbled and 

fractured, but they all provide a voice for every character. Likewise, Infinite Jest devotes 

attention to all of its characters, even if the result is disorienting. Consumers and critics watch 

Incandenza’s films and see “the unfiltered babble” of the litany of speaking characters as a 

sophisticated “heavy-art directorial pose” instead of an attempt to let others speak, and as such 

they miss the “meaningful central narrative” of the film (Infinite Jest 836). The perception as 

opposed to the reality of intention reflects upon the inclusion of passages about minor characters 

like Joelle Van Dyne or Kate Gompert. Moments and details can be understood as postmodern or 

new-sincere; the interpretation of these scenes ultimately lies with the reader or consumer. This 

signals a desire in Incandenza not to influence his viewer one way or another, but to simply make 

them aware of the decision that they possess. The same holds true for Infinite Jest. 

In this scene with Gately, Incandenza cannot actually speak any dialogue: the narrative 

literally restricts his communicative abilities. He is only conveyed to the reader through Gately’s 

thoughts, which themselves are not a stream of consciousness but instead described by an 

omniscient narrator. There are limitations imposed on this scene of sincerity in the same way that 

the sentimental contents of “M v. O” are inserted as “quickly and unstudyably as possible” 

(Infinite Jest 741). Infinite Jest reflects the anxiety of loss of critical credibility that James 
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Incandenza experienced during his shift to “unironic melodrama” (Infinite Jest 740). Yet despite 

the layers of separation, this scene establishes the value and importance of communication 

between writers and readers facilitated by media, and it confirms the reading of Infinite Jest 

through a lens of new sincerity. 

         With this context, the abrupt ending of the novel, which is thought of more as a 

discontinuation than a conclusion, no longer appears as a postmodern joke, but instead becomes 

something more tragic. While sincerity appears in the narrative of Infinite Jest, it does not 

prevail. Don Gately is never allowed a satisfying resolution by the structure and form of the text 

itself: his is the most inconclusive of all the stories that get lost to the increasingly sprawling 

narrative. He becomes one of the “glimpses of facial pain” of Infinite Jest which can be spotted 

through sincere reading but that are lost in the narrative collapse of the text’s conclusion. That is 

because the world of Infinite Jest is not governed by sincerity, but instead is one in which 

postmodern irony has been so absorbed and ingrained by the mainstream to the point of 

domination.  

Reading the text through a postmodern lens leaves the reader with very little. These 

readers are left pondering and reviewing plot details and developing theories about who finds the 

last copy of “Infinite Jest VI,” what happens to Joelle Van Dyne, and what happens after the 

Year of Glad, which is known to be the last year of subsidized time (Infinite Jest 223). The truth 

is that these other questions have no real answers. They are a distraction from what the reader 

can truly derive from the text. Through this reading, the novel really becomes an infinite jest. 

However, reading Infinite Jest with new sincerity fills the novel with powerful meaning and 

conviction towards the creation of empathy. This is where Infinite Jest derives its value, and this 

is how it becomes the beginning of something new, instead of the ending of something old. 
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Conclusion 

True engagement with Infinite Jest requires an understanding of attention and intention: 

the reader must be able to pay attention to the brief moments of human empathy within the 

massive book, and only in doing so will the real intention of the text become clearer. Attention 

demonstrates the unseen power of corporate televisual culture driven by irony and deceit and 

calls for a rejection of such authority in favor of connective, sincere storytelling. Knowledge of 

this makes clear the ways in which Infinite Jest fills Wallace’s intention of writing a sad book 

instead of a blockbuster comedy. In the end, Don Gately is unable to save Hal Incandenza from 

the fall into the very state of “death in life” that James tried to save him from, and the two fail to 

find “Infinite Jest VI” (Infinite Jest 839). Even Don Gately himself is lost to the augmenting 

tangle of plot and detail to the point where he becomes lost within the pages, just as Hal does. 

Despite the flickers of sincerity and connection shown throughout Infinite Jest, the dominant 

cultural force that is governed by irony prevails. As much as the text is a thesis of sincerity, it is 

also a cautionary tale that warns of constant dissemination of ironic media by the hegemonic 

corporatized culture.  

 While Infinite Jest executes its denouncement of postmodernism and recognition of the 

overpowering role that corporate media play in American culture, all culminating in a sweeping 

thesis against ironic storytelling, it did not suddenly launch a new literary movement that 

prioritizes sincerity and connection as a response to the isolation that television drives. In fact, it 

is more often remembered as a postmodern text and not considered for its engagement with 

sincerity. While this may be seen as an artistic failure as colossal as those described within the 

text, the variety of readings and misreadings is actually shown to be a product of the intentional 

ambiguity within the text. This is paralleled by James Incandenza’s filmography, which in its 

most fundamental form demonstrates the reasoning that motivates many of the unclear choices in 
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the formation of Infinite Jest. The novel is not in and of itself a solution to the problem of irony. 

It is a diagnosis that succeeds in penetrating the reigning form of media and entertainment in 

America at the turn of the twenty-first century. As modeled by “M v. O,” Infinite Jest’s design 

lends itself to the critical taste of its own time. The goal is not a hostile exterior assault on 

postmodernism and the mainstream media, but instead a text which subtly enters and 

simultaneously deconstructs both of the seemingly differentiated camps. This alignment with the 

ironic movements allows for a misreading of the text as a pinnacle example of both, instead of a 

rejection of them, for better or for worse. 

 In this sense, Infinite Jest has succeeded by achieving staying power, even if it is partially 

derived from critical acclaim as a postmodern text. The remembrance of Infinite Jest in 

conversation with postmodernism and 1990’s culture is only one aspect of the novel’s fame, 

though, and it is one that ignores its timelessness. The real strength of the novel is precisely 

because it eludes one definitive label. As its own isolated work Infinite Jest operates under so 

many different functions and roles. It is at once hilarious and tragic, challenging and comforting, 

seductively entertaining while simultaneously outlining the dangers of entertainment itself. It is a 

work that, on its own, can mean so many different things to different readers throughout time. It 

is a work of great complexity that can provide for continued questioning years after the reader 

has completed the novel. Its layers of detail and nods allow for endless moments of invigorating 

discovery. These intricacies – nuances that only reveal themselves through brief sentences and 

passages between hundreds of pages – give the text, and its author, a feeling of liveliness within 

the mind of the reader. While Infinite Jest itself is so multifaceted in its interpretation, Wallace’s 

repeated indication of the importance of these moments demonstrates an intention to use 

sincerity instead of irony both in his own work and in fiction as a whole. 
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 It is through this use of self-awareness and reference that Wallace begins to reclaim the 

strengths and devices of metafiction for his intended use: one that allows communication 

between reader and author through sincerity instead of isolating the reader with irony. If Infinite 

Jest really was just a metafictional joke, then Wallace would be guilty of what the text clearly 

illustrates to be the great crime at the heart of American entertainment: using ironic devices to 

push American viewers and readers into isolation and solipsism. Infinite Jest is a thesis against 

this practice, and one that offers sincerity as the alternative. This is only the beginning of 

Wallace’s creation of new sincerity in fiction: Infinite Jest cannot stand alone in the effort 

because of its function as a deconstructive piece. The cure to the diagnosis established in the text 

must be found in Infinite Jest’s successive work, with which Wallace advances the need for new 

sincerity and goes on to develop the new form more fully. With regard to Infinite Jest itself, 

Wallace’s nonfiction words in an essay for the New York Times inadvertently articulate the 

novel’s greatest strength: it shows that postmodernism is not the “evolutionary endpoint” of 

fiction, yet it does so “from within” the movement itself (“Roger Federer as Religious 

Experience”). 
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CHAPTER II: The Creation of New Sincerity in The Pale King 

 
As with Infinite Jest, much of the existing scholarship on The Pale King – which David 

Foster Wallace worked on from the late 1990’s until his death in 2008 – is highly mixed due to 

the text’s ambiguous nature. While Infinite Jest is often read in the context of postmodernism, 

The Pale King tends to be understood through the lens of Wallace’s death. Steven Taylor Marsh 

confronts the trend of scholarship on The Pale King – that of reading the novel as informed by 

David Foster Wallace’s personal life – and thoroughly undoes it. Marsh argues that The Pale 

King cannot be taken as a personally confessional text, or even a “‘five-hundred-something page 

suicide note’” as the scholar Brian McHale reads it, because it assumes a knowledge of an 

unknowable thing: the inner workings of another person’s mind (Marsh 113). The approach to 

scholarship on The Pale King is inherently speculative, yet it connects to the central ideas of new 

sincerity within the text, that is, the relationship between the selfhood of the author and the 

characters, as well as the ability for an author to be genuinely sincere in a performative era after 

postmodernism.  

New sincerity arose as an aesthetic developed by post-baby boom or Generation X 

authors that took root in the 1990’s and grew into popularity from the years 2001-2008. New 

sincerity continues the notion of postmodern questioning of traditional forms and ideas, but in a 

way that emphasizes “not only aesthetic” values but incorporates “ethical terms” (Kelly 6). The 

focus is on the possibility of being sincere in a commercialized age of branding and image, and 

whether or not this is possible. In his work, on new sincerity, Adam Kelly frames the movement 

under the question of if sincerity can exist in today’s media landscape. In the context of the mass 

media landscape, the creation of a public persona, or brand, becomes impossible. Even an 

intensely private author becomes branded by their very desire for privacy. An image or 
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impression of the creator is always present, regardless of their intention. What Kelly sees new 

sincerity contemplating is how sincerity can be expressed without “outward performance 

trumping inner conviction;” without a performative impulse overpowering genuine sentiment. 

Literature of new sincerity is thus an attempt to “mediate the contradictions [of] writerly 

sincerity” in the contemporary age (Kelly 11). In other words, the goal of the movement is to 

confront the problem of authorial intent in the wake of postmodernism and media 

commercialism. Other leading scholarship on the idea, such as Jesse Thorn’s “Manifesto for the 

New Sincerity” see it as a rejection of the recursivity and over-analysis of concepts in 

postmodernism and an embrace of fun and pleasure in media, submitting that anything else 

would be paradoxical. As a movement, it thrives on an “ephemeral quality” to its approach of 

“sensibility and structure of feeling” in media; it is often thought of more as an exploration into 

ideas instead of a concrete debate of them (Kelly 21). Kelly also cites Ellen Rutten’s notion of 

the rise of “discourses of personal confession” as a major component of the new sincerity in the 

ongoing contemplation of the author’s ability to be sincere (Kelly 21). This idea of confession 

ties into Kelly’s claim that the movement is preoccupied with the contradictions of authorial 

sincerity and selfhood as a possibility: now aware of the problem of their own sincerity, authors 

write in a more confessional voice as reconciliation. David Foster Wallace’s The Pale King 

engages with each of these aspects of new sincerity, but with a unique use of postmodern devices 

and styles that are repurposed to make the reader aware of the sincere exchange itself.  

The context of persona in The Pale King and in new sincerity as a whole can be 

understood in conversation with Dave Eggers’ new sincere novel, What is the What. Eggers sets 

out to write the memoir of an African refugee named Achak Deng, which aims for a 

“communion between speaker and listener,” while being haunted by the authorial “specter” of 
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Dave Eggers himself (Kelly 3). The narrative is not the real story of an African refugee; it is the 

imagined fiction of an American author. Yet it has been aligned with this new movement 

because of its contemplation of authorial sincerity through an intention for empathy, despite 

fictionality. The text embodies the questions proposed by Kelly of performative and genuine 

sincerity, yet the validity of its sincerity is debated. It contemplates the author’s ability to speak 

sincerely through the voice of a fictional character who is not meant to parallel the author. This 

dynamic is important to understanding The Pale King, which similarly engages with the idea of a 

fictional memoir, yet with a character that seems more closely connected to Wallace himself than 

Achak Deng is to Dave Eggers.  

With the context of new sincerity’s separation of author and character, I will attempt to 

understand The Pale King through the lens of David Foster Wallace’s body of works instead of 

his personal life. As with Infinite Jest, the key components of the following reading of The Pale 

King are rooted primarily in the text itself and its relationship to the thematic establishments 

made by its predecessor. In fact, The Pale King is not so much a response to Infinite Jest as it is a 

continuation and culmination of the ideas and philosophies that transcend Wallace’s entire 

career. These ideas are centered around the emergence of new sincerity after postmodernism as a 

means to create a form that connects instead of isolates and that effectively rebels against the 

mainstream. While the ultimate direction of The Pale King will never be known in its entirety, 

examining the formal structure and style of the published fragments and the novel’s role in 

conversation with Wallace’s other complete works provide valid grounds upon which the 

unfinished novel can be studied. Thus, The Pale King advances upon the ideas of Infinite Jest 

and engages with new sincerity by using postmodern metafiction to illustrate the layers of 
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fictionality that simultaneously separate author and reader while also demonstrating how, despite 

this separation, a form of sincere communication can still be achieved. 

 

New Sincerity, Fiction, and Memoir 

The Pale King engages with new sincerity’s fascination with memoir and confession 

through the inclusion of a character named David Wallace, who writes a memoir called “The 

Pale King,” of which he claims to be the “real author” (The Pale King 68). This memoir is only 

one narrative component to the actual novel, also called The Pale King, and the character of 

David Wallace is not the same as the actual David Foster Wallace. This difference between the 

small part modeling the larger whole is crucial to understand. The character of David Wallace 

explains that he lives in Claremont, California and is 40 years old at the time of his writing in 

2005, and insists that what he is writing is “really true” (The Pale King 69). On the one hand, the 

writing of a memoir of a separate character invokes the questions of new sincerity present in 

other confessional texts like What is the What. On the other hand, the memoir within the actual 

novel models the metafictional texts of James Incandenza’s films and represents a continued 

engagement with postmodern concepts.  

The association of the character David Wallace with the author David Foster Wallace has 

become prominent in popular readings of The Pale King, but excessive association between the 

author and character will be avoided in this analysis. As Stephen Taylor Marsh indicates, the 

separation that becomes apparent allows the two David F. Wallace’s to each “exhibit autonomy” 

and challenge the expectations of autobiography (Marsh 115). This dissociates David Foster 

Wallace as a person from The Pale King: even though the fictional version of “The Pale King” is 

a memoir for David Wallace, this does not mean that the same is true for the real author and the 
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real book. David Wallace’s memoir exists within The Pale King – as a small part of a larger 

narrative collective. It is precisely through this separation that the text engages with both new 

sincerity and postmodernism. 

While the creation of sincere narrative in David Wallace’s memoir mirrors trends of new 

sincerity, David Foster Wallace’s iteration of new sincerity differs in its emphasis on the role of 

the postmodern condition within his writing. Like Infinite Jest, the novel is transformative 

between the two movements; they both embody certain qualities of each. As David Foster 

Wallace establishes in “E Unibus Pluram,” he writes in a time – the 1990’s and early 2000’s – in 

which both traditional sincerity and postmodernism are vulnerable to commercial manipulation 

as deceitful media have grown popular and profitable. As such, within the author’s foreword of 

David Wallace’s memoir “The Pale King,” new sincerity is articulated through the use of both 

sincere communication and postmodern metafiction. The goal of this union is to break down the 

narrative constructs of memoir as a genre in a way that is similar to postmodern deconstruction 

while still demonstrating the value of the story and its meaning to the reader. David Wallace 

announces his aim to “override the unspoken codes” between the author and reader of the text 

and get to the heart of the communicative exchange in his memoir (The Pale King 75).  

Metafiction in the author’s foreword of David Wallace’s memoir facilitates the text’s 

deconstruction of the genre by exploring the ways in which sincerity and insincerity coalesce 

within its tropes. In the opening author’s foreword of his memoir, David Wallace expresses an 

awareness that the average American reader pays “almost 2.5 times that paid for a work of 

fiction” for new memoirs, and he explains that the potential for financial gain certainly acts as a 

motivating factor in his writing of “The Pale King” (The Pale King 83). With the rise of 

commercial entertainment, not just in television but in a variety of media, David Wallace argues 
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that anyone who claims to not be at least somewhat informed by profit is “a rank hypocrite” 

whether they know it or not (The Pale King 83). By honestly admitting this intention, the 

fictional persona becomes more sincere and credible when he claims that “there is no way that a 

memoir like [“The Pale King”] could be written solely for financial gain” (The Pale King 83). 

David Wallace also admits to the “inevitable subjectivity and bias” that any memoir really is 

susceptible to, and tells the reader that there will be moments in his narrative that are left out or 

fragmented simply because he does not remember (The Pale King 72). This author’s foreword 

uses a metafictional confession to deconstruct the ways in which a seemingly honest genre of the 

memoir can become entirely insincere by not confessing to these things. Wallace explains that 

“everyone knows” that the human mind is incapable of remembering “every last fact and thing in 

photorealist detail;” for a memoirist to pretend to be able to do so would be a lie (The Pale King 

259). Likewise, pretending to not write for financial gain would be equally insincere because 

contemporary capitalism essentially enforces the need or desire to make money into any act of 

creation. Acknowledgment of these universal qualities of the mind and culture that are otherwise 

ignored establish an example of sincerity in David Wallace. 

David Wallace also tears down any memoir that poses as sincere while rejecting these 

facts. The character observes that the rising popularity of memoir parallels the development of 

media – such as reality television and online chat rooms – because they all seem deeply sincere 

and connective. This is an aspect of the merging of “private [and] performative” aspects of life 

(The Pale King 82). Because of this blurring, these media can create the image of sincerity while 

they are in fact completely and intricately planned to appear this way. By seeming instead of 

being, they become insincere. The author’s foreword utilizes metafiction to create a form of 

postmodern skepticism and dismantle this performative sincerity, yet it builds upon the 
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deconstructed media to create a new sincere form instead of leaving the media landscape in 

ruins. 

The author’s foreword applies the same technique to the function of the postmodern style, 

which David Wallace argues has become just as conventional and expected as sincerity in 

memoir, to explain their role within “The Pale King.” The character admits that he finds the 

“cute self-referential paradoxes” just as “irksome” as he assumes his reader does (The Pale King 

69). His belief is that the conditioning of the reader will recognize devices such as “shifting 

p.o.v.s, structural fragmentation, [and] willed incongruities” as nothing more than “modern 

literary analogs” akin to traditions such as the obligatory inclusion of “Once upon a time…” in 

children’s fairy tales (The Pale King 74). To not maintain these features, David Wallace fears, 

would make the text less palatable to readers who are conditioned to expect these qualities. As 

with the popularity of memoir as a genre, the acknowledgement of these distracting techniques is 

an element of cultivating readership for attention and financial gain. A desire for these things is 

inevitable, but admitting to the authorial motivation for their inclusion is at least sincere. Yet 

again, the motivation to achieve readership is still secondary to David Wallace’s goal of telling a 

story that he believes should be told. He is using metafiction to break down traditional forms and 

tell the reader exactly what he is doing and why. 

Paralleling this transformative relationship to postmodernism, the contents of “The Pale 

King” beyond the author’s foreword shift stories of post-industrial American life from their 

position in the cynical postmodern tradition to new sincerity by using reference to popular 

images to generate a feeling of connection and humor. A key quality of postmodern fiction is the 

“strategic deployment of pop-cultural references” to things like celebrity icons of brand names 

(“E Unibus Pluram” 166). In the postmodern condition, capitalist products like a “Coca-Cola 
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bottle or Campbell’s soup can” are infused into art as they become almost universally 

recognizable (Jameson 9). David Foster Wallace notes this development and claims that “we’re 

all a little uneasy about” the universality of these references. David Wallace’s narrative uses this 

very phenomenon of recognizability to signify cultural connectivity in “The Pale King” through 

relatability (“E Unibus Pluram” 166).  

In the memoir, David Wallace recounts his first day on the job at the IRS, which consists 

mostly of a chaotic traffic jam caused by “gross inefficiency, waste, and frustration” juxtaposed 

to the simultaneous banality of office life (The Pale King 281). In depicting the highway, David 

Wallace describes the “gauntlet of franchise retail and shopping centers and auto and tire and 

motorcycle/Jet Ski outlets” with the knowledge that any reader will recognize this image because 

the reality is that “it’s now the same basic gauntlet around every US city” (The Pale King 273). 

On the one hand, it is the case that the text is drawing from the collective experience of post-

industrial life in the way that a postmodern text would do. However, it creates an effect of humor 

and enjoyment through commonality. The reader is able to feel their own “pleasure” through 

“identification” with the story (Infinite Jest 368). While the experience that the contents describe 

is familiar, it formally empowers the reader to think about their own lives and craft their own 

images. The reader is not shown a highway or even described a highway in any great detail as 

they would be through a television show. They are instead compelled to think about their own 

lived history and inform their personal understanding of the text through their own experiences 

in the same way that the reader is free to imagine James Incandenza’s films. 

Consequently, the memoir demonstrates how American popular media can create certain 

narratives through familiar images, even if the narratives are false. In doing so, David Wallace 

demonstrates the power of commercial entertainment in informing one’s conceptions of the 
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world and culture itself. This is done through David Wallace’s story of his suspension from his 

undergraduate university before his time at the IRS. This section of the memoir draws upon pop-

cultural images that are similarly invoked in postmodernism, however, instead of simple 

representation, the narrative aims to deconstruct these images by making the reader aware of 

their falsity. Instead of invoking these images “without really [speaking] to [the consumer] at 

all,” David Foster Wallace expresses new sincerity by using these images precisely to speak to 

the reader of the text (Jameson 15). 

By beginning his story with the small, elite liberal arts college which eventually 

suspended him for plagiarism, David Wallace deconstructs the popular image of such a school 

prevalent in popular culture. The character even calls into focus the extremely common details 

about his “expensive and highbrow” New England college by cutting himself off in saying that 

“[he] thinks [the reader] gets the idea” (The Pale King 76). The unnamed college is a place that 

David Wallace attends in order to become a great writer, yet he finds that his very enrollment 

sinks him into immense debt and forces him to turn to write the essays of wealthy students in 

exchange for money. David Wallace was never warned about the ways in which the “stark 

realities of class [and] economic stratification” occur on college campuses because college is 

depicted as a place of freedom and academic exploration (The Pale King 76). The media image 

is not reality, and David Wallace is forced to break university rules in order to afford his 

expensive tuition in the first place. More broadly, he reflects on the insincere advertising of the 

university as a place for “diversity and…leftist piety” when in fact it is little more than a 

“business…preparing elite kids to enter elite professions” who will one day become alumni 

donors (The Pale King 77). The reason his transition is so shocking is because of how different it 

is from the image of college that is created in popular culture. By telling a story driven by the 
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inaccuracies of these images, David Wallace’s memoir exposes their emptiness and brings the 

reader closer to truth. 

Instead of recreating the conventionally accepted images, David Foster Wallace 

deconstructs them in order to expose their insincerity. This exposure is another method – along 

with the repurposing of universal recognizability of certain images – by which postmodern 

concepts are shifted into the territory of new sincerity. As a transitional text, The Pale King must 

simultaneously break down insincerity in postmodernism in order to build the new movement. 

This engagement, instead of avoidance, of postmodernism is not limited to the contents of “The 

Pale King,” but is also present in the fictional memoir’s form as a metafictional text. 

 

New Sincerity and Metafictional Form 

Beyond the content of “The Pale King,” The Pale King rhymes with Infinite Jest in its 

positioning of David Wallace as a metafictional character in the same manner as James 

Incandenza: representative of David Foster Wallace not in his biography but in his role as a 

creator of media. The inclusion of each of these characters invokes the idea of the author as “a 

persona” (Trilling 9). However, new sincerity combines this concept with traditional sincerity 

using metafictional awareness to demonstrate to the reader a potential for sincere engagement. 

This is an aspect of the fact that traditional sincerity cannot be returned to. Metafiction, then, acts 

as an acknowledgement of the imperfect connection between writer and reader. Yet through this 

recognition the writer may pave a way for a genuine, if layered and complex, engagement. This 

shift is made apparent through the ways in which David Wallace moves beyond James 

Incandenza by including readers directly into his own metafictional text while also showing the 

reader the mechanisms of the novel through the layering of perspective. 
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While both Infinite Jest and The Pale King contain a titular narrative device throughout 

the plot – being James Incandenza’s “Infinite Jest VI” and David Wallace’s “The Pale King,” 

respectively – a comparison of these texts-within-texts demonstrate the shift towards sincerity 

that takes place between the two novels. Despite its significance to the plot, “Infinite Jest VI” is 

referenced passively, and its contents are rarely described. “The Pale King” is a similar example 

of metafictional self-reference, but in a way that is much more in line with the Incandenza film 

“The Medusa v. The Odalisque” as a representation of the larger text. Even beyond “M v. O,” 

however, the reader is able to experience David Wallace’s “The Pale King” in the text because it 

shares the same medium as the larger work. It is both a reference to the larger text, and a text in 

and of itself. As such, it offers the reader a glimpse into the very engagement they are making 

with The Pale King itself, but on a smaller scale that can inform their approach to the rest of the 

novel. 

Part of the development that this sense of direct exposure to “The Pale King” advances is 

the role of sincerity in Don Gately’s AA meetings by positioning the reader themselves as the 

one “roaring with Identification and pleasure” (Infinite Jest 368). Neither Incandenza’s films nor 

the AA meetings are ever transcribed into the text and are only experienced through narrative 

mediation. “The Pale King” presents the reader with the ability to experience a text-within-text 

directly, and thus shed some of the narrative layers clouding the communicative potential of the 

novel. David Wallace’s stories and his author’s foreword parallel the AA speakers who are 

“maximally unironic” and truthful (Infinite Jest 369). David Wallace writes in pursuit of 

complete sincerity and truthfulness, even if it takes away from the quality of the story. He 

reasserts that he will not be “one of those memoirists who pretends to remember every last fact” 

in extreme and unrealistic detail (The Pale King 259). David Wallace also goes to lengths within 
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his monologue to foster a conversational tone, starting his chapter by stating “author here,” and 

repeatedly inserting casual transitional phrases such as “let’s just say…” (The Pale King 258-

259). David Wallace is obviously not a real person, yet his awareness within his own memoir 

signals the interplay between metafiction and sincerity and alerts the reader to the ways in which 

fiction becomes connective. By creating a conversational tone within the smaller text, the reader 

can know to approach the entire novel, the real The Pale King, in the same manner. 

The use of the footnote throughout The Pale King represents a major ambition of new 

sincerity to repurpose metafiction away from its postmodern uses and use the heightened sense 

of awareness to develop an understanding of honesty. This becomes apparent in the juxtaposition 

between how footnotes are used in The Pale King as opposed to Infinite Jest. Footnotes in both 

of the texts serve to provide information, but in The Pale King this information contributes to the 

authorial openness of David Wallace by creating a window into the character’s mind. Instead of 

interrupting the narrative, they strengthen it. They repeatedly remind the reader of David 

Wallace’s control over his own narrative in “The Pale King,” invoking questions of sincerity and 

intent that ultimately establish the connection between the active writer and reader. 

While “The Pale King” indeed brings the reader closer to the communicative potential of 

reading, a significant aspect of metafiction’s role is to be protective against insincerity instead of 

just plainly cultivating sincerity. James Dorson articulates this perspective by framing “The Pale 

King” and “E Unibus Pluram” through the concepts of deceit and sincerity. “E Unibus Pluram” 

asserts that while postmodern metafiction and irony initially acted as a “revealing [of] the deceits 

of art,” it has itself become deceitful (Dorson 67). The footnotes of The Pale King reveal the 

ways in which new sincerity uses metafiction to inherit this ambition under a different approach. 

This is literally represented when David Wallace reveals in his footnotes that some of the 
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“logistical information” he shares with the reader is “postdated” and thus subjected to faulty 

memory (The Pale King 300). It is also done figuratively, as the footnotes remind the reader of 

their act of reading by showing them the inner workings of the memoir, which represent those of 

the novel itself. An anxiety at the heart of this deliberate attention to the constructs of the novel 

itself are reflective of the degree to which The Pale King as a whole understands the power of 

narrative deceit in commercialized media. An exposure of insincerity is another way in which the 

ambitions of postmodernism and new sincerity are aligned, yet with differing approaches. 

 

New Sincerity and Insincerity 

 The question of why these layers of fictionality are necessary to the goal of sincerity 

remains. David Foster Wallace ends “E Unibus Pluram” with a call for the “anti-rebel” who is 

criticized as being “too sincere,” yet his climactic work of new sincerity continuously invokes 

postmodern forms and concepts. David Foster Wallace even risks his own perception as 

insincere throughout his novels, often calling to attention the inherent falsehoods of fiction. Hal 

Incandenza claims that “the only real monsters” are the liars “who give nothing away,” yet this 

sort of monster threatens any sort of medium that models reality, including the novel (Infinite 

Jest 774). This threat is particularly apparent in the visual media of the camera, which have 

mastered the ability to almost imperceptibly recreate reality. David Wallace is certainly aware of 

the potential for deceit and manipulation, while also remaining loyal to his own sincerity. He is 

not so much averse to the capitalist system as he is “attuned and receptive” to it (The Pale King 

83). Importantly, he does not claim to want to change the system. He recognizes his place within 

it, and from there is able to demonstrate his own sincerity. The ambition of new sincerity that he 

represents is not a radical or grand re-imagining of society, but is actually quite simple: to spark 
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a connection with the individual reader. It is a small yet powerful act of rebellion against the 

dominant culture of deceit and isolation. This act takes a compromise with the skepticism of 

postmodernism to derive strength. 

 The reason for this compromise is made clear when we expand beyond David Wallace’s 

“The Pale King” as one part in the larger whole of The Pale King. Within the novel, there exists 

another metafictional text made up of interviews of IRS agents featured in an advertisement 

intended “for public TV” in order to “humanize [and] demystify the Service” (The Pale King 

102). This advertisement becomes a counterexample to David Wallace’s sincere memoir within 

the broader The Pale King by being shown as insincere. The set of the advertisement is 

“precisely orchestrated” to appear genuine (The Pale King 104). The participants are selected for 

interviews because of their “credible” appearance, and while there is “no director per se,” there is 

still extensive briefing of the interviewers and careful set design at hand (The Pale King 104-

105). The focus is to select agents who appear sincere, not necessarily those who are sincere. 

The advertisement relies on the nuance of editing and set design to create an illusion of sincerity 

and thus becomes another example of the cultural image fabricated to look genuine. Unlike 

David Wallace, who wants to “override the unspoken codes and to be 100 percent overt and 

forthright” with the reader, the advertisers intentionally use the camera in order to deceive the 

consumer (The Pale King 75). Within this film, there features an interview with David Wallace’s 

coworker at the IRS, Chris Fogle. Within The Pale King, Fogle’s monologue seems like a raw 

transcription of an interview that seems traditionally sincere. However, an examination of Chris 

Fogle’s within the advertisement scheme reveals the ways in which traditional sincerity can 

become corrupted and manipulated for deceit. 
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Fogle starts his narration much in the way that David Wallace does: by recognizing the 

imperfection of his memory and by signaling his own intent to “explain how he arrived at [his] 

career” at the IRS (The Pale King 156). Unlike David Wallace, Chris Fogle presents no 

knowledge of the media creation that he participates in, and generally lacks the self-awareness 

that his counterpart possesses. On the one hand, Fogle’s lack of these traits render him 

“Irrelevant” because his sincerity is retroactive and outdated (The Pale King 312). Nobody takes 

him seriously because he cannot adjust to the contemporary condition which, from a literary 

standpoint, is postmodernism. Instead of ignoring postmodernism, Wallace’s new sincerity 

incorporates its ideas with sincerity as an underlying force instead of irony. As such, David 

Wallace’s story becomes the main narrative focus of the wider novel and is the ultimate source 

of David Foster Wallace’s engagement with new sincerity instead of Chris Fogle’s narration. 

Beyond this, Fogle’s story is vulnerable to a fate worse than irrelevance: that of 

manipulation by deceitful commercialism through the IRS advertisers due to his naivete. David 

Wallace tells the reader that Chris Fogle’s monologue is really part of the “recruitment faux 

documentary debacle” that becomes the IRS advertisement, even though Fogle is unaware of this 

detail (The Pale King 259). David Wallace explains that Fogle’s monologue had been “actually 

heavily edited and excerpted” by the tampering of these advertisers (The Pale King 259). Naivete 

ruins Fogle’s sincerity because it allows for manipulators to twist it into insincerity. However, 

just as it is false that “cynicism and naivete are mutually exclusive,” it is also false that naivete 

and sincerity are mutually inclusive (Infinite Jest 694). One can be either cynical or sincere and 

still be naive. New sincerity prioritizes the creation of a shrewd sincerity through heightened 

self-awareness.  
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This is where David Foster Wallace’s metafiction derives its purpose from: it shows that 

the literary advancements of postmodernism and the concept of sincerity are not incompatible. 

Like the postmodernists, Wallace’s metafiction tears down the narrative walls of the story. It 

would be futile to attempt to undo the advances of postmodernism in the ideas of the self and the 

act of reading. The goal of new sincerity is not to cancel or eliminate postmodernism, but to 

grow beyond it. So, the false boundaries of traditional narratives that lack self-consciousness 

remain destroyed. The difference is that he does so not in order to create a game or to facilitate 

an intertextual reference; he does so to make clear what he sees the true value of the novel to be. 

This true value - the exchange between author and reader - is present in both Infinite Jest and The 

Pale King, though it is the latter that makes this quality apparent to the reader and that begins the 

shift toward the idea of new sincerity by responding directly to postmodernism and cultural 

irony. These things cannot be ignored, nor can they be fully endorsed. They must be incorporated 

into something new. 

The character of David Wallace introduces this new thing in his ability to express 

skepticism toward the conventions of commercial art and question his own subconscious 

motivations in writing his memoir. It further demonstrates how aspects of sincerity and 

characteristics of postmodernism can be reconciled on the basis of honesty, and thus can be put 

towards the creation of a newly innovative and rebellious mode of writing. The final aspect of 

new sincerity’s creation within The Pale King goes beyond the individual efforts of David 

Wallace or David Foster Wallace. This aspect emphasizes the communicative and connective 

aspect of sincerity that requires action on behalf of the reader, not the author in isolation. 
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New Sincerity and the Reader 

 While the contents of The Pale King work to use postmodernism and traditional sincerity 

to create a new mode of writing, the text recognizes that the reader plays an equally important 

role in the actual facilitation of new sincerity. The text’s effectiveness relies on the reader’s 

ability to choose to read sincerely, and to first become aware of their power to make that choice. 

The previous sections have explored the ways in which the character of David Wallace creates a 

form which reconciles postmodernism with sincerity that echoes throughout the wider novel. 

This section will explore the ways in which The Pale King aims to direct the reader towards a 

realization of their power over the novel through the ability to choose how and why the text will 

be read. It is this act of choosing that allows new sincerity to transcend its traditional roots by 

more fully embracing the idea of the novel’s ability to connect the minds of individuals; to 

explore the ability of the novel to create an interface with readers that transcends time and space 

that truly is a dialogue instead of a mere monologue.  

 While the idea of trust transcends the entire novel, it appears most prominently through 

the conversation between Meredith Rand and Shane Drinion which takes place in the last major 

chapter of the novel. While David Wallace’s memoir suggests a conversation between himself as 

narrator, the conversation between Rand and Drinion lacks any apparent awareness of a wider 

narrative at hand. As such, the scene reads as a conversation between two characters instead of 

one between a character and the reader. While this may seem like a regression from the advances 

towards sincerity through metafiction, the structure of the Rand/Drinion scene is crucial to 

actually giving meaning to these other moments. By removing any metafictional awareness of 

the characters and presenting the reader with a conversation that consists of almost entirely 
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dialogue, the scene acts as a sign to the reader of their role in the larger exchange of ideas taking 

place on a level of the real-world writer and reader. By viewing this climactic exchange between 

Rand and Drinion, the reader is left to reflect on their role as a participant in the novel up to this 

point. 

 The rampant skill with which commercial media can seem to be like reality renders any 

truly sincere work of art impossible in isolation. No matter how much narrative layering or 

metafictional tearing down of walls takes place within the narratives, David Wallace’s memoir, 

and even David Foster Wallace’s novel, are inherently one-sided and ambiguous. The reality is 

that nothing can be objectively true in the contemporary media landscape. In both The Pale King 

and Infinite Jest it is not uncommon for readers to feel manipulated or toyed with throughout the 

narratives. Additionally, it is hard not to read the inclusion of a character named David Wallace 

who so closely resembles the real David Foster Wallace as some sort of trick or misguidance on 

behalf of the author, especially when David Wallace makes the claim that everything he says is 

really true.  

 Thus far, The Pale King has continued the themes of subjective truths and the fine line 

between sincerity and insincerity that are established in Infinite Jest as a mode of deconstructing 

ironic media. The Rand/Drinion conversation, however, completes the final step of the pivot 

from postmodernism to new sincerity. The conversation demonstrates that, when all the elaborate 

structures and complicated stories are stripped away, the novel is nothing more than a “tete-a-

tete” between two minds, which requires mutual participation (The Pale King 451). Until this 

point, the notion of sincerity intertwining with metafiction and skepticism have served as 

necessary factors in the sustainability of this “tete-a-tete” through postmodernism. It is a 
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reckoning of the two that allows an archaic function of the novel as a communicative medium to 

continue into the present.  

 Meredith Rand repeatedly demonstrates skepticism towards Shane Drinion’s own 

appearance of genuineness and unironic attention, modeling an awareness like the one instilled in 

the reader by authorial ambiguity. While she indeed represents this aspect of readership, she also 

acts as an embodiment of the author by sharing a story with Drinion: the story of how she met 

her husband. She delivers a long and emotionally complex story similar to those of Chris Fogle 

and David Wallace, yet she does so directly to another character instead of to the reader. 

Through Drinion’s intentional and complete participation in Rand’s anecdote, a deeper meaning 

for the story is realized beyond mere documentation of past events, and both participants draw 

new conclusions. The two create this meaning together: Drinion’s engagement with Rand’s 

story, as well as Rand’s questioning of Drinion’s intentions, strengthens the outcome of their 

conversation and indicates the duality of a book’s author and reader.  

 In the case of Rand and Drinion, the meaning that they discover connects to the 

overarching themes of Infinite Jest and The Pale King and the need for a new form. Rand shares 

that she, like Kate Gompert of Infinite Jest, had been in and out of mental institutions throughout 

her past. While Kate continuously receives nothing more than diagnosis for her depression, only 

meeting doctors who are interested in her condition “in an abstract way,” Rand is presented as 

strong and aware as she is because she has identified a cure for herself (Infinite Jest 72). Her 

issue is that she – like Hal, Kate, Joelle and other characters – wants so desperately to not feel 

lonely yet cannot see that her own solipsistic narcissism is the very thing perpetuating her 

loneliness. Unlike Hal, Rand is finally able to “accept real, true, no-agenda caring” when it is 
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offered to her by her doctor, and eventual husband, Ed Rand (The Pale King 495). In other 

words, she is freed through the sincerity of another person. The cure that he offers is simply that 

she needs to save herself from her “wanting to be distracted” instead of waiting for someone or 

something else to do the saving for her (The Pale King 500). A distraction can take on a variety 

of forms, from entertainment to addiction, yet the commonality is that it represents a loss of 

awareness. Rand’s path to wellness is understood to be in line with her acceptance and awareness 

of herself. 

 The difference between the two texts as diagnosis and as cure is formally represented 

throughout The Pale King as well. As in the manner that readers can directly engage with “The 

Pale King” but not “Infinite Jest VI,” Rand and Drinion represent an advancement on the 

exchange between Don Gately and James Incandenza, too. While the scene that takes place 

between the two characters is one of the most powerful moments of sincerity in Infinite Jest, the 

novel repeatedly reminds the reader of its imperfection. Rand and Drinion’s conversation is 

articulated almost entirely through dialogue, yet Gately and Incandenza cannot talk directly to 

one another. Nor can the reader understand it as such. The exchange is conveyed through 

description instead of dialogue. It always appears as though James “[is] trying to interface with 

[Gately],” but such an interface never truly comes through to the reader (Infinite Jest 831). 

Drinion and Rand move beyond their conversational predecessors and do achieve a constructive 

interface that is directly transcribed to the reader instead of retrospectively described. The reason 

these two exchanges are so different is clear: one is one-sided, and the other is collaborative. 

During his exchange with James, Don Gately experiences a “suffocated speechlessness” similar 

to a nightmare (Infinite Jest 831). However, the formal presentation of dialogue between Rand 
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and Drinion makes clear that each is actively participating in the conversation, forming a truer 

sense of equal exchange that is necessary for sincerity to prevail. 

It is this awareness that allows both Drinion and Rand to approach their conversation 

constructively. Even if Rand knows – both with her husband and with Shane Drinion – that “part 

of [their] act [is] that there is no act,” she can still choose to engage with them with this 

knowledge (The Pale King 489). Likewise, even if Drinion cannot fully understand the 

intricacies of Rand’s story, he still gives her “his complete attention” and assists her in coming to 

a fuller understanding of herself through a challenge of her assumptions (The Pale King 450). 

The imperfection of the exchange must not be ignored. Rand ends the conversation “distracted 

and annoyed,” and Drinion’s forehead forms a “definite wrinkle” as he unsuccessfully attempts 

to “ask something but [does not] know where to even start” due to the confusing incongruities of 

Rand’s story (The Pale King 511). A “tete-a-tete” does occur, yet only on the established 

grounds of skepticism and exchange (The Pale King 452). In the case of the reader, metafiction 

is incorporated as a facilitating device of this exchange by refocusing the text onto the act of 

reading itself. Drinion’s confusion with the story is a consequence of the story’s imperfections in 

isolation.  

 The weariness with which Rand and Drinion approach their conversation indicates to the 

reader that they must bring the same prerequisite conditions – an awareness of the act of reading, 

a skepticism towards the interface itself, yet an informed trust of the other conversant – to their 

sincere engagement with the text and the author. The unknowability of ultimate truth that is 

unavoidable with development of insincerity that so closely mirrors sincerity means that nothing 

David Foster Wallace writes – or that anyone else writes – can be taken as gospel. David Foster 
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Wallace uses the techniques of new sincerity in order to present a text as a communicative and 

sincere form, but the author cannot make the reader understand it as such. As Wallace himself 

once said, “the only thing that is capital-T True is that you, [the reader], get to decide how to see 

it” (“This is Water” 8). New sincerity is only possible with the reader’s participation. The reader 

can choose to read for sincerity and connection or for irony and exercise. What matters is that 

they are made aware of their choice; that they are not deceived by any media force. Reading The 

Pale King with sincerity and awareness restores the connective quality of the novel and shows 

how the novel can counter the magnified isolation that is increasingly driven by contemporary 

commercial media. New sincerity thus becomes a cure both for the novel as a form and for us: 

the readers and writers of them. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
Beyond his novels, Wallace’s new sincerity and its transcendent power manifests most 

completely in his famous speech, “This is Water,” given at Kenyon College in 2005. This speech 

expands the idea beyond fiction and explores the role of sincerity in life. That is the ultimate goal 

of this development; not the advancement of literary form, but the creation of true value in the 

real world through the awareness that new sincerity provides. This value is characterized by 

Wallace through the idea that true freedom is freedom from unconsciousness, or as Wallace says, 

from the “default setting” that understands one’s own self to be all there is in the world (“This is 

Water” 9). This freedom requires “attention and awareness and discipline,” and it ultimately 

depends on an awareness of other people beyond oneself (“This is Water” 9). In other words, it 

depends on a sincere approach to the world that sees connection with others “as not only 

meaningful, but sacred” (“This is Water” 8).  

In retrospect, this idea of freedom is embedded throughout Wallace’s fiction. Both Hal 

Incandenza and Don Gately cannot be brought “‘out of [themselves],’” and thus are not made 

free from eventual solipsistic isolation (Infinite Jest 839). David Wallace, however, achieves this 

freedom by exercising his consciousness to tell the story of “valuable, profound” friends who 

devote themselves to civic duty (The Pale King 73). Shane Drinion and Meredith Rand 

demonstrate their engagement with this freedom and invite the reader to do so with the text itself. 

This is why sincerity is so crucially important: sincerity expands one’s own awareness beyond 

the confines of their own mind and directs them to the fact that they are not “alone at the center 

of all creation,” and are in fact one of many countless human beings. To Wallace, fiction can and 

should act as a way for readers to grasp the collectivity of life and escape the alienation of the 

self within one’s own mind. His fiction is not about “morality or religion or dogma,” but about 



 

 

51 

signaling to the reader the authority that they possess over how they will choose to see the world 

(“This is Water” 9). He is not a “wise old” teacher, but a person struggling with the same 

imperfections and disconnections as everyone else (“This is Water” 1). He does not tell readers 

what choice to make; he shows them that they have a choice. 

Consumer culture propagates and profits off the idea that true freedom is the power for 

individuals to be the selfish “lords of [their own] tiny skull-sized kingdoms” and forget that they 

have alternative ways to approach the world in a relentless pursuit of their own pleasure (“This is 

Water” 9). This concept of freedom is self-destructive, and it ignores another crucial revelation 

of Wallace’s speech: that there is “actually no such thing as atheism” (“This is Water” 8). That 

is, everybody must surrender themselves to something eventually. With this knowledge, the 

capitalist concept of personal freedom is not really freedom at all; it is a lie which creates the 

illusion of choice while really nullifying the act of decision in the first place. Sincerity, an 

interpersonal connection, counters the cycle of self-satisfying consumption so that we may 

remind each other of the true freedom that we each possess. 

Awareness allows the individual the choice over “what to worship” (“This is Water” 8). 

That decision is the act of true freedom. Wallace’s texts seek to invoke this awareness in the 

reader through sincere communication; to show the reader the value of “being able to truly care 

about other people” and escape from the isolated, base self (“This is Water” 9). While Wallace 

has passed, his work remains as a quiet yet deeply powerful attempt to liberate readers from false 

freedoms through an acknowledgement of our togetherness through sincerity. The success or 

failure of this attempt rests in our ability to listen to him. 
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