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A note in advance:  By any standards of Islamic scholarship, I am no expert in the Qur’an.  Many might criticize my deployment of such a sacred text as a tool of literary analysis.  What I am trying to accomplish could be misinterpreted as maybe even a form of blasphemy.  A secular commentator could accuse my use of the Qur’an to understand a piece of American Postmodern literature by a white, Midwestern author as the work of a disrespectful Orientalist.  My preemptive response is that I am not writing a tafsir[footnoteRef:1] and am not focused on rewriting an understanding of the Qur’an.  I have spent the past four years studying the Arabic Language, reading its books, engaging with Arab and broader Muslim culture, and reading the Qur’an.  The focal point of this work is in tracing Qur’anic patterns of literature far outside of its more obvious realms, namely, the 1996 novel Infinite Jest by David Foster Wallace.  I believe I am qualified to do this and would argue that such an analysis is welcome by the Qur’an, as well as all people who wish to see a little broader field of vision in the study of American literature than currently pervades our culture.  The Qur’an lays claim to a place in literature, one at the very apex of the realm of words, because its understanding of its own role as Revelation enforces that it is composed of words descended upon human speakers from their God.  There can surely be no disrespect in seeing the work of Allah whithersoever you turn. [1:  Qur’anic Exegesis, an incredibly referential format of writing that exhausts me just thinking about. ] 

One element of the religion of Islam that I detect and find extraordinarily compelling is the notion that human duty is directed towards the sole infinite, going by the name Allah.  This is reflected in a great portion of art across the Muslim world and beyond.  The traditions of Islamic art seem, from within widespread prohibitions against visual portrayals, to engage in a unique relationship with the Word, one that extends from the calligraphic walls of Alhambra through the haunting Qur’anic recitations of ‘Abd al-Baset. I love the combination of selfless creation and infinite value within these idealizations and reimaginings of the role of the Word.  I find the Qur’an’s interest in forging a supra-ethnic, supra-national ummah[footnoteRef:2] to be similarly fascinating, as a project that draws its conviction from the divine provision of a shared scriptural language as found in the Qur’an.  Those divine words are intended to circulate through humanity ad infinitum.  It is with the utmost respect that I detect the Qur’an’s particular whirlpools in the writings of an author who is so ostensibly distant from the springs from which they flowed. [2:  Arabic for “nation,” but not quite of that meaning, as I’ll explicate later on.  Term used in the Qur’an to refer to the community of Muslims] 



I.  Introduction/Invocation
Please allow me to briefly judge a book by its cover.  Most of the extant editions of David Foster Wallace’s mammoth novel Infinite Jest feature on their skins shots of skies of greater or lesser cloudiness behind the novel’s title.  From before the novel even begins, the reader is visually confronted with the novel’s axis, which directs skyward.  What exactly this means is, obviously, up to interpretation.  It could be a self-deprecating joke about the cloudy-headed mentality that presents a 1079-page novel to the busy world of 1990s America.  Considering the author’s suicide in 2008, it’s easy to think maybe of traditional paradisic imagery – the harps, the golden gates, and maybe Wallace sitting on a particularly comfortable cirrus cloud, ramming away at a Smith-Corona whose ribbon will never get typed ragged, chewing the divine tobacco that never stains your teeth, and finally feeling at ease with the world around him.  The role of the novel’s sky and its horizon are illustrated further within the text, and that image of the divine reinforced.  The narrative instructs in second-person to a recovering drug addict the method for sobriety as “you keep getting ritually down on your big knees every morning and night asking for help from a sky that still seems a burnished shield against all who would ask aid of it -- how can you pray to a 'God' you believe only morons believe in, still?”[footnoteRef:3]  There is a comic parallel between the seeming futility of the addict’s approach to a sky that he is only able to relate to by the basic physical action of kneeling and the resignation to a long stretch of what-in-the-blue-hell-is-going-on-ness that any reader of Infinite Jest undertakes when they set to opening the blue sky of its cover.  The same character who received the above directives to kneel and pray to a resistant sky closes out the novel’s narrative by waking up prone and faced with the same divine above; he is “flat on his back on the beach in the freezing sand, and it was raining out of a low sky, and the tide was way out.”[footnoteRef:4]  With its hallucinogenic revelations of narcotic excess, human selfishness, and sports, Infinite Jest undertakes a spiritual journey with its myriad characters, a journey that goes formally unresolved, stretching off into the infinities of its readers’ imaginations and participation. [3:  Infinite Jest 350]  [4:  Infinite Jest 981] 

The goal of this thesis is to present a new means of looking at the colossal 1996 novel Infinite Jest.  Infinite Jest both recreates and refutes a great deal of Postmodern American literature.  Wallace evinced in his fiction and non-fiction an enduring interest in the status of Postmodernism as a powerful tool of destroying prior forms of authority.  At the same time, Wallace’s work features an enduring longing for some reliable form of authority and organization to turn to.  This search, present in all his writings, takes place most powerfully in Infinite Jest, a novel that takes Postmodern delight in literary iconoclasm as it searches for new icons to which to cling.  As one character puts it, “Someone taught that temples are for fanatics only and took away the temples and promised there was no need for temples.  And now there is no shelter.  And no map for finding the shelter of a temple.”[footnoteRef:5]  The Postmodern situation as the novel presents it is this sort of templelessness.  The novel reframes the individual freedoms that such templelessness aims to secure as new cages of isolation.  In looking to escape the lack of temples, Infinite Jest often turns to the pre-modern; in its own term for the filmography of James Orin Incandenza, it looks to be “après-garde” in some way.  By being “before the guards,” the novel looks to subvert the history of Postmodernism and the spiritual anarchy it sees as innate to the role of total individualism and the compulsiveness that individualism demands.  Conversely, Infinite Jest embraces the sort of religious authority that seems archaic, pre-modern, and irrational as a way of patterning the totally unreasonable ways in which humans interact and allowing them to do so again. [5:  Infinite Jest 319-320] 

The Qur’an is an archetypally old text that is a vitally new means of understanding the scriptural role of Infinite Jest.  The Qur’an’s credentials in this respect are its status as a foundational literary work of world religion, as a self-consciously corrective entry in a tradition of scriptural recreation,[footnoteRef:6] as a text that enforces its divine virtues as a text, and as the centerpiece of a major world language that is conscious of its presence in that language.  The use of the Qur’an to understand Infinite Jest’s project has the added benefit of providing a religious framework that is part of the Judeo-Christian tradition that is the most visible religious tradition of America, yet forms the backbone of a faith, Islam, that is so commonly presented as other to all that is American.  Infinite Jest is obsessed with Americanness and means of changing it, alongside its desire to alter the other ways in which people bond and interact.  This dramatizes the incorporation of the religion of Islam as an outside force upon Americanism that also comes from a similar Judeo-Christian tradition.  The foreign-ness of Islam is due to its nearness in origins.    As Norman O. Brown said of the Abrahamic prophetic tradition, “the pattern is reiteration rather than progress.”[footnoteRef:7] The cycle of reform – which, in Islam, divides the world into the seven ages of Adam, Idris, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad – is one that returns to a base in defiance of the human tendency to stray.  This is similar to how Infinite Jest looks to the après-garde in its moral quest, and approaches pre-modern spiritualities with a reformist’s nostalgia. [6:  The Abrahamic, a lineage that it frequently references]  [7:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam 22] 

In this thesis, I look especially to the Qur’an’s format of referential, revisionist, and explicitly literate form of religious scripture as a new way of understanding Infinite Jest and its project of recreating a temple of some sort from Postmodernism’s ashes.  Infinite Jest demands a reading that goes back, après its more proximate and obvious predecessors like Barth, Pynchon, Gaddis, Lacan, Burroughs, Joyce, Dostoevski, or even Hamlet.  Behind that guard lurks the soulful nature of the sky-bound novel.  The book promotes itself as an almost religious exercise, especially given the admitted cultish and brainwash-y elements of the Alcoholics Anonymous organization that the novel so unguardedly glorifies.  The role of religion lurks about numerous critical interpretations of the novel.  Stephen Burn noted, “Infinite Jest may basically be a religious book.”[footnoteRef:8]  However, these critical interpretations are never willing to actually root themselves in the admittedly muggy and seemingly anti-intellectual ground of primary religious texts.  This hesitance is a problem because Infinite Jest is so willing to verge into the unspeakable and inarticulable moral quandaries at the heart of its perception of the modern condition.  Simultaneously, the novel is willing to thumb its nose at any intellectualism that claims the ability to articulate these unspeakables.  This, obviously, presents a problem for any sort of critical analysis.  By deriving Infinite Jest from the Qur’an, I hope to get nearer to the means by which the novel understands literature and media as functioning in our society; that is, that literature becomes most important, not in how smart it is, but by how it gets imbibed into people’s lives.  That the central feature of human media intake is in order to relate to each other, and that providing a medium of communication and interaction between living people outside may be the noblest role of literature.  By living on in communal exchange, literature approaches the most demonstrable form of infinity that is accessible to humankind.   [8:  Burn, Stephen A Reader’s Guide to Infinite Jest 63] 

My point is not to argue that Infinite Jest seeks to be a dogmatic emissary for any given faith.  Rather, Infinite Jest uses elements of religious scripture in order to overcome the temple-less and overly individualistic times it presents as antagonistic to communal goals and human survival.  The characters powered under their own steam in Infinite Jest have a delusional relationship with their own mortality.  As the “real prime directive” of AA describes in self-consciously incorrect grammar, “DO NOT ASK WHY/IF YOU DONT WANT TO DIE/DO WHAT YOUR TOLD/IF YOU WANT TO GET OLD.”[footnoteRef:9]  These are commands in literarily poor rhyme that nonetheless need to be heard.  The dogmatism of AA, which is always the moral heart of Infinite Jest, parallels the basic impulse of the novel’s morality.  At the end of the day, we often need to shut up and listen.  Such dogmatism is powered by the role of a divine speaker, a role that Infinite Jest toys around with.   [9:  Infinite Jest 375] 

It would be a masturbatory exercise to rewrite Infinite Jest into an Islamic text.  Same with any other given religion.  The novel is omnivorously referential, and clear connections to many dimensions of religious exercise – pagan, Abrahamic, Hindi, Confucian, and even televisual – can be drawn out of the novel.  The primacy of the Qur’an as a precedent is the role of the Qur’an as a literary reformation of its own tradition.  The way that Infinite Jest incorporates its own environment into the formation of a new, slightly futuristic world and rewrites its own predecessors into past cautionary tales is similar to the manner in which the Qur’an absorbed prior prophetic history and fables; it renamed characters from older scriptures like Abraham and Adam into Muslims and attacks the corruption of formerly perfect but humanly abused scriptures of the Torah and the Gospel.[footnoteRef:10]  Infinite Jest features an essay on the modern/post-modern heroes of the television shows Hawaii Five-0 and Hill Street Blues and rewrites M*A*S*H* into an addictive substance.  It also derives new moral lessons from famous episodes in recent history.  The way that Infinite Jest is willing to rewrite its own proximate folkloric tradition – which, in America, is primarily televisual – into its given moral lessons is an example of the sort of Qur’anic feature upon which I will be elaborating. [10:  See Noldeke’s The History of The Qur’an chapter on “The Islamic Canon and its Relation to its Christian and Jewish Counterparts, pp. 311-313 for external, academic enforcement of this internal Qur’anic claim] 

I aim to provide a sound basis for reading Islam’s entry into Infinite Jest, which occurs alongside a particularly Islamic understanding of the artistic nature of Revelation, the creative means by which the divine communicates with the mortal, the created.  This establishes the role of a form of immortality in Infinite Jest that is media-based.  Then I will detail the role of imposed, recited language and ritualized physical participation in the formation of inter-ethnic, inter-class communities in Infinite Jest’s cult of Alcoholics Anonymous as a descendent of Islam’s explicitly linguistic relationship with the worldwide community of Muslims.  Thereafter, I will show the recurrence of particularly Qur’anic symbology in Infinite Jest’s rhetorical force, which functions effectively while escaping traditional Western constructs of narrative in favor of recursive systems.  These are the means by which both texts seek to break individualized self-absorption in favor of the grander collective.
This thesis will demonstrate its points in the following chronology:  
The setting of O.N.A.N. is Infinite Jest’s presentation of a world demanding reform.  I will compare the film Infinite Jest to certain aspects of Islamic understandings of revelation upon that reform-thirsty world.  The Near Eastern Medical Attaché who receives the initial transmission of the film will be my channel into the Islamic current that powers the solution of the crisis in O.N.A.N., though his ultimate victimization at the hands of Infinite Jest will demonstrate the failures of existing religious systems to handle the replacement of traditional ideas of sin and vice with those of self-escape and compulsivity. This sequential relationship to reformation and a scriptural tradition will be compared to Qur’anic ideas about recurrent prophecy.  Infinite Jest, the “perfect Entertainment,” will also demonstrate the ultimate fallibility of present-day ideals about media, demanding we look elsewhere for prophecy.  
Alcoholics Anonymous will come to the forefront of this analysis as the spiritual home of the novel.  The combination of humility, compassion, and ritual that form the backbone of AA compose the novel’s real moral code, which is dependent upon human exchange.  Specifically, I will analyze the role of AA in providing its members with a new means of speaking to one another while at the same time allowing them to remain the incredibly diverse group of characters they are.  The role of the cliché in the novel will come to represent a new sort of oral tradition of verses.  The humility required of addicts to submit to clichés and to pray to higher powers are elements that the text makes obviously religious.  They will be compared to the Qur’an based on the Qur’an’s emphasis on the praxis of recitation in the Arabic language even if the reciter does not understand that language.  The religious role of Classical Arabic in a tremendous stretch of the world, much of which cannot understand the actual meanings of the language, will be the backbone comparison here.  Communities and meanings are formed after the grunt work of recitation and ritual.  Understanding is something that happens retroactively in both scriptures.
 Thereafter, I will incorporate a discussion of the shared rhetorical obsession with apocalyptic and hellish destruction within both texts and the shared symbology and structural dependence upon rings and planetary cycles.  These features will reveal an interest shared between the Qur’an and Infinite Jest; they both try to access that which is unavailable to human viewership.  The symbols are not only a means of establishing the authority of the texts themselves.  Such symbols are also used to convey to the audience the obviousness of their own fallibility and the need for the appreciation of a wider world.
The final points of this thesis will make the effort to tie together these features into a demonstration of Infinite Jest’s function as a weird sort of secular holy book.  I term it “detox scripture.”  The novel includes episodes that are not literally plausible, maybe even miraculous.  It is rich in scientific impossibilities and paranormal occurrences.  Southern Quebec becomes a hyper-floriated sort of super-jungle, demanding toxification to keep encroaching biotic growth at bay.  The ghost of a genius filmmaker makes visits to characters and may have drugged his son.  Even the setting of the novel in Enfield, MA, a town resurrected in Infinite Jest from one that was flooded in the early 1900s during the expansion of the Boston Metro Area, is an example of the literarily supernatural.  However, the truest miracle that Infinite Jest proselytizes is the totally mundane means by which the addicts of Ennet House remain sober.  This template serves to construct a radical re-reading of the scope of a novel’s ambition.  Critics are well aware of Infinite Jest’s suspicion of Postmodernism.  However, I’m saying that Infinite Jest attacks the individualized isolation of Postmodernism with the tools of religious reform.  The need to call upon an obviously scriptural text like the Qur’an as a template for what Infinite Jest seeks to accomplish is because Infinite Jest is a novel that so desperately wants to expand beyond what a novel is supposed to be able to accomplish.  The novel demands of itself much more than the uni-directional consumptive treatment that the traditions of American narrative depend upon and perpetuate.  Infinite Jest seeks to break beyond its own cloudy covers and spill out into the world, thereby redirecting and even recreating it.  

I.  Taught Man what He Knew Not:  Entertainment as Divine Revelation in Infinite Jest
David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest takes place in an exaggerated modern America, full of new history and technological developments to absorb and understand.  I will delve into this environment somewhat in the coming section to provide some necessary context for the workings of Wallace’s invented world.  The setting is, however, just glitzy trappings – some Postmodern pyrotechnics that draw the eye but drive toward deeper and older points.  Within such a setting, the real quest of Infinite Jest pursues old-fashioned ideas about identity and soul, ideas that are given vast religious undertones and occasional center-stage roles.  The site of Infinite Jest, the new world in question, is most notable in the way that it slightly expands existing features of American culture – narcotics, entertainment, media spectation, and American exceptionalism, to name a few – so that they may seem as strange as they are in reality.  These issues may take on new clarity as distractions from the central soulful and moral questions of life, the questions that are the real heart of Infinite Jest.  However, none of these problems are new to American culture.  Infinite Jest just gives them new weapons.  As the narrative bemoans about the excessive TV consumption in O.N.A.N. that ensures that 94% of paid entertainment is consumed at home, “Saying this is bad is like saying traffic is bad, or health-care surtaxes, or the hazards of annular fusion:  nobody but Ludditic granola-crunching freaks would call bad what no one can imagine being without.”[footnoteRef:11]  We, as outlanders looking in on the world, have not yet absorbed the new Americana that has become backdrop of the novel, fading to radio static.  The reader can once again be shocked by the features of an imagined America so as to once again see the real America as the shocking place it is. [11:  Infinite Jest 620] 

Though it is a distinctly American book, the setting of Infinite Jest puts us all into the position of foreigners, so the events of the novel can freshly weird us out with caricatures of the real condition of the U.S.A.  There is a reformist caul over Infinite Jest’s treatment of these issues.  Religion is always lingering in the margins of the novel and becomes more overt in certain key instances.  The appearance of the film Infinite Jest inside the novel named for it is one of these instances.  The film is infinitely addictive, compelling viewers of just a single frame to become mere passive receptacles for continued viewing, desiring nothing else and becoming incontinent invalids.  Its arrival into the text occurs spontaneously and ensnares a devout Muslim character who is also a political emissary between Saudi Arabia, a fantastically Orientalized Quebec, and the US.  This character, called the Near Eastern Medical Attaché, is a foreigner to the United States of the novel just as the reader is.  The attaché makes reference to “The idolatrous West”[footnoteRef:12] and exhibits scorn for this world’s distractions. I will be using the works of Edward Said and Benedict Anderson to understand the issues of national identity in which the Medical Attaché is drenched.  At the same time that he is a foreigner, he is a participant in many of the new and very American forms of idolatry that Infinite Jest presents and subtly condemns.  The Attaché, despite his devout avoidance of narcotics and intoxicants, is condemned by his idolatrous dependence upon media.  His fate suggests a need for a new variety of reform that expands upon older ideas of what constitutes sin.  I will be using Roy Baumeister’s psychology on self-escape and Katherine Freudenthal’s work on Anti-Interiority to discuss the new moral dangers of Infinite Jest’s time, which have expanded beyond traditional sin to incorporate the addictive elements of media and artificial nationalism.  Infinite Jest calls upon Islamic hostility towards any kinds of idolatry to assemble a new moral code, one that is suspicious of any sort of self-depriving escape.  The fundamental code here is that human beings a.) need to surrender themselves to something bigger than themselves but b.) cannot do so to unsustainable bigger things, like drugs or imperialistic nationalisms.  The episode in which the film Infinite Jest enraptures the Medical Attaché and his associates is a clear confluence of the themes of religion, addiction, and entertainment, with some quality political/cultural implications to boot.  The appearance of Infinite Jest in O.N.A.N. bears all the hallmarks of a revelation along the order of the appearance of the Qur’an, but constitutes an inverted and malignant revelation.    [12:  Infinite Jest 33] 


i.  Idolatrous West:  O.N.A.N. as Pinnacle of Americanized Self-involvement and Receptacle to Revelation
The site of the revelation of Infinite Jest is a whole new world, constructed within and knowable through brief snippets of newsreels and essays that pepper the novel Infinite Jest.  That setting is immensely difficult to lay out without surrendering to it.  The novel takes place in what was, upon writing, the near future in the United States of America.  The USA has now become the foremost power of the fused Our North American Nation, which has incorporated Canada and Mexico.   O.N.A.N., as it is called, is defined by the advent of Experialism and Reconfiguration.  Experialism is the benign name for the United States’ absorption and domination of Canada and Mexico in O.N.A.N., a doctrine meant to invert the more obviously dangerous “imperialism,” but which ultimately accomplishes the same goal.  Another euphemistic term for the situation is “Interdependence.”  The United States dominates their neighbors in the “Interdependent” union.  The former presidents of Canada and Mexico get the condescending titles of “Secretary” under the broader rule of US President Johnny Gentle.  In this future world, nuclear fusion has also been perfected, and powers the whole continent.  The fusion is accomplished “annularly,” as it is termed in the novel, using self-reproducing rings.  It’s very complicated and ascientific, but the greatest consequence of this upon the plot is that the process produces a great deal of waste.  Western New England becomes the dumping ground for the waste, both nuclear and domestic, of the whole supernation.  The region takes on the name Concavity for the curve of the border of the dump region.  In Canada, it is called the Convexity because that is what a concave lens looks like from the other side.  This linguistic dispute causes actual fights in the novel in a tragicomic manifestation of the ways in which perspective creates reality.  The wasteland produced by the garbage of this future-world is not like any known wasteland, but rather, forms a zone uninhabitable by its very overabundance.   The self-perpetuating nature of the fusion process extends into its disposal, which irradiates the land into extravagant biological expansion.  The concavity features hamsters that take on all the features of buffalo, insects that grow to the size of houses, and “infants the size of prehistoric beasts roaming the overfertilized east Concavity quadrants, leaving enormous scat-piles and keening for the abortive parents who’d left them or lost them in the general geopolitical shuffle of mass migration and really fast packing.”[footnoteRef:13]  It’s a tangible dramatization of over-production and over-abundance.  O.N.A.N. has to pump toxic chemicals into the region just to keep the over-production from sweeping across the nation.  Healthy human beings cannot exist in the zone of such over-abundance, a commentary on the unsustainable and over-saturated nature of the American culture presented by the novel.  Understandably, the situation enrages the already notoriously independent residents of Quebec into anti-O.N.A.N. terrorism.   [13:  Infinite Jest 562] 

O.N.A.N. is a compulsion-born geopolitical organization.  The twin doctrines of Experialism and Reconfiguration are devised under the leadership of the obsessive-compulsive and germaphobic President Gentle following a near-apocalyptic trash situation America.  President Gentle forcefully cedes the trashed territory of upstate New York through to Western Maine to Quebec because the germaphobic President of the United States, who is also the chair of O.N.A.N., cannot accept the idea of so much waste existing in his country.  Vice President Rodney Tine comes up with Subsidized Time[footnoteRef:14] to pay for it.  Subsidized Time is a system by which each year is named for the corporate sponsor who bids the most for it.  The economization of something as socially sacrosanct and binding for the temporal and continuously shifting as brands is the ultimate in O.N.A.N.istic shortsightedness.  Where previous eras dated their calendars for religious events (e.g. B.C., A.D., Hijri) or great social transitions (the Roman “ad urb condita), the dates within Infinite Jest are unstable and require constant reference back to the table of their order on page 223 of the novel.   [14:  Subsidized Time is used in bulk of Infinite Jest’s dating methods, and so will be important to understanding the temporal placement of the book.  Using Stephen Burn’s chronology, Subsidized Time began in 2001 and replaced the Gregorian calendar (the dates of which the novel refers to as “B.S.” or “Before Subsidization”), beginning with “The Year of the Whopper.”  Most of the book’s action happens in the Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment, which corresponds to 2009.  ] 

The whole political set-up within Infinite Jest is immensely complicated and largely functions as an intricate distraction from the questions about addiction, compulsion, and isolated effort that are far more central to the novel, questions by which the nation as a whole and citizens within it attempt to locate their identities. O.N.A.N. is zany, futuristic, and dystopic, initially distancing the reader from the events of the novel.  It is not all that distant from the realities of contemporary American life.  The fundamental issues are terribly familiar.  With Subsidized Time, we see the economics of our world made absurd; money can buy you the right to name time itself, the right to convert a national monument into a billboard.  This happens with the Statue of Liberty, which takes new props like a giant metal burger and dons a copper diaper in the “Year of the Whopper” and the “Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment,” respectively.  With the situation in the Concavity/Convexity, we see a complicated bit of maneuvering between American wastefulness and domineering hegemony, as well as the manufacture of a new Third World much closer to home in the form of Quebec as a new Saidian Other.  I will illustrate the importance of Quebec in stabilizing O.N.A.N.’s self-view at the conclusion of this sub-section, but for now it is enough to note that Quebec, like so much of the rest of the compulsive tendencies exhibited by O.N.A.N. and its citizens, is a method for finding the inherent nature of the self.  For all the seemingly sci-fi stuff going on in O.N.A.N, the real quest of Infinite Jest pursues old-fashioned ideas about identity and soul.  In other words, what is there, really, on each side of the lens between the Self and the Other?  Is the lens convex or concave?  Not only does the O.N.A.N. fail to come to any real terms with the Quebecoise who live north of the Concavity, they never really get to understand themselves.  The ultimate sustaining force behind O.N.A.N.’s unity proves to be as temporally unsound as its new calendar.
As a self-obsessed nation, the world of O.N.A.N. is one in which everyone is operating based on addictive, self-indulgent principles.  The nation is unsubtly named for the condemned masturbator of Genesis 8.  In suitable fashion, the nation so named is interested in its self-pleasure to a self-destructive extent.  Most obviously, this feature comes through in the squalid drug-addiction scenes we hear through the Alcoholics Anonymous narratives, but even the more ostensibly successful characters like the hyper-effective Avril Incandenza or President Johnny Gentle himself are victims of their own propulsive compulsions.  Ultimately, we will see all of O.N.A.N. and its citizens guilty of their own forms of dependence, just as they try to be self-contained.  The danger is that none of these dependences are “Inter,” despite the “Interdependence” of O.N.A.N.  They take the isolating forms of addiction or germaphobia or solo media viewing.  In this divisiveness, O.N.A.N. becomes a nation built on a form of idolatry, the “idolatry of uniqueness.”[footnoteRef:15]  The obsession with self-worship, uniqueness within Infinite Jest is inseparable from addiction.  Herein, the guilt of O.N.A.N. and its attempt to consolidate value into discrete, individual units of its citizens will start to clearly resemble a political situation demanding reform.  The nation is idolatrous because it operates in service to its millions of unique citizens, under “a community of sacred individuals which reveres the sacredness of the individual choice.  The individual’s right to pursue his own vision of the best ratio of pleasure to pain:  utterly sacrosanct.”[footnoteRef:16]  The “sacrosanct” nature of the American individual under this view, proves illusory, because the conglomeration of such individual wills into a nation ends up with a bunch of isolated cells that happen to live next to each other.  The “idolatry of the individual” is O.N.A.N.’s primary cult. [15:  Infinite Jest 604]  [16:  Infinite Jest 424] 

The idolatrous nature of O.N.A.N. is fundamentally a religious critique, and most dominantly Islamic in that Islam’s true central goal is its radical monotheism, the tawhid or “unity” of God being the basis for much of the Qur’an’s criticisms of the paganism of the Meccans who initially received it, as well as the trinity of Christianity and the perceived ethnocentrism of Judaism.  “There is absolute Unity in Divine nature; it admits of no participation or manifoldness.  Unity is the key-note to the conception of the Divine Being in Islam.  It denies all plurality of persons in Godhead and any participation of any being in the affairs of the world.”[footnoteRef:17]  The compulsiveness of O.N.A.N. as related to its particular forms of idolatry are features that the Qur’an likewise predicts and provides remedies for, though those will come into the spotlight of this thesis alongside a discussion of Alcoholics Anonymous.  For now, it will be enough to compare the format of O.N.A.N. with the Mecca of Muhammad’s day, the Mecca that housed 360 gods and made its ruling tribe, the Quraish, wealthy by selling worship rights to these gods to the members of the tribes that worshipped each.[footnoteRef:18]  It’s a position similar to how O.N.A.N. sells the names of calendar years to corporate interests, how it “would die – and let its children die, each one – for the so-called perfect Entertainment.”[footnoteRef:19]   The parental duty to children is among the most basic social bonds conceivable; the inversion of same in the above accusation against O.N.A.N. is a vision of a society in which all social duty is neglected in favor of its idols.  O.N.A.N.’s idolatry is undertaken under compulsive economics, the addictive nature of its waste management. [17:  Maulvi Muhammad Ali’s Preface to The Holy Qur’an, viii  ]  [18:  For a highly comprehensive intro to this setting, see the first two chapters of Reza Aslan’s No God But God, 3-49]  [19:  Infinite Jest 318] 

As addiction is so central to O.N.A.N.’s collective compulsiveness, the prominent role of drugs as imbibed by individuals within Infinite Jest takes on a political aura.  Drugs are central to Infinite Jest’s portrayal of its political times.  We gather much of our information on the world through the lens of the Ennet House Drug Rehabilitation and Halfway House [sic].  Through the stories of the Ennet House residents, we get a view of O.N.A.N. from the bottom.  The faux-unity of an overarching political structure reveals itself in the deep loneliness of those characters at the bottom.  Similarly, we understand much of the history of O.N.A.N. through a film of a puppet show presented to an audience of stoned tennis players.[footnoteRef:20]  The lens through which we see the society is colored by the addictive experiences of those suffering under the broader society.  It becomes clear that drugs are central, even analogous, to O.N.A.N.’s more vast addictions in their status as filtration mechanism.  Like media, they alter perception and have become corporatized, a feature emphasized by the continual footnoted references to trade names of narcotics and their manufacturer. [20:  Infinite Jest 380-386, 391-407, 410-418] 

The parallel ways in which Infinite Jest arranges classical vices like sex and drugs with the desire for entertainments like Infinite Jest, not to mention the OCD that plagues the characters from the hygiene-obsessed President Johnny Gentle all the way on down, proposes a non-traditional system of understanding vice.  In 1991, while Wallace was struggling with sobriety, psychologist Roy Baumeister wrote a book called Escaping the Self that fused the instincts toward drugs, masochism, and religion as being various means by which people abandon their egos.  Baumeister finds the practice of self-escape necessary, but in all of these methods notes the capacity for abuse.  These methods, with the addition of pop culture and the sporting world, are foundational to Infinite Jest, which was published only five years later.  Infinite Jest finds the capacity for self-escape in just about everything, as indicated by a section of facts from Ennet House Drug Addiction and Recovery House [sic], wherein you can learn  “That sleeping can be a form of emotion escape and can with sustained effort be abused […] That purposeful sleep-deprivation can also be an abusable escape.  That gambling can be an abusable escape, too, and work, shopping, and shoplifting, and sex, and abstention, and masturbation, and food, and exercise, and meditation/prayer.”[footnoteRef:21]  Wallace even depends upon the term “escape,” just as Baumeister does.  The presentation of traditional sins, documented in as concrete and discrete a form as say, the Big 10 of the Torah, requires expansion. [21:  Wallace Infinite Jest 201] 

The alteration of the more traditional terms of “sin” or “vice” into that of “escape” is cardiac-level crucial to understanding the situation of Postmodern vice that forms a backdrop to Infinite Jest.  The world of Infinite Jest is primarily a metastasized version of its own surrounding America; in the 19 years since Infinite Jest’s publication, most of the elements we see caricatured in O.N.A.N. have not changed.  Classic vices are practices that require prohibition.  Escape is an internal dependence.  The diversity of possible forms of escape indicates that there is a problem with the manner in which people use their pleasures, a problem endemic to our own heads.  What is “pleasing” or “entertaining” is often just that which allows people to live outside of themselves, both in Infinite Jest and the real world.  Baumeister saw escapes as being necessary to life.  The narrative voice of Infinite Jest is a bit more suspicious of the escape drive.  From the same list of facts as above, Wallace noted that “most Substance-addicted people are also addicted to thinking, meaning they have a compulsive and unhealthy relationship with their own thinking.”[footnoteRef:22]  Ultimately, addiction becomes a way to channel innate problems of psychological obsessiveness.  Throughout the novel’s time at Ennet House, the importance of the ability to cut off thinking is emphasized, preferring the act of “abiding” to compulsive cycles of thought.  By this condemnation of the addictive power of thought and many others like it, Infinite Jest indicts the practices of rationalism and intellectualism and recursive thinking as the forces driving addiction.  Just as Wallace saw Rationalism and Humanism to be potentially dangerous pressures upon human beings whose basic desires are not necessarily in their own interest, Baumeister wrote that “These centuries [since the Enlightenment] that saw the growth of individualism also saw the growth of a new escapism” (Baumeister 8).  The interval of time post-Enlightenment, with its emphasis on Humanism and Rationalism, was the time in which people have had to confront the limits of the individual and his reason.  As more pressure goes on human egos, more vents for those egos to breathe through need to open.  The individual in a crisis of identification needs to run.   [22:  Wallace Infinite Jest 203] 

If you expand the issue of self-identification onto the national level, O.N.A.N.’s need to self-identify is at the heart of its own compulsive behavior, just as the compulsive drug use and media addiction that dominate its citizenry are on an individual level.  The unity of a nation with a diffuse history, no shared desires, and no common language is one in peril, one that is expanded when that nation’s borders surge outwards and engulf its neighbors.  Benedict Anderson wrote his touchstone study of nationalism, Imagined Communities on the paradox of the modern nation’s reality of communal belief, saying the nation is “imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”[footnoteRef:23]  Anderson illustrated the rise of such nationalism as the result of a need for a replacement of older linguistic, religious, and filial forms of unity:  “Beneath the decline of sacred communities, languages and lineages, a fundamental change was taking place in modes of apprehending the world, which, more than anything else, made it possible to ‘think’ the nation.”[footnoteRef:24]  In O.N.A.N., the drive for this communion is dispersed into individual goals rather than any collective goals.  One U.S. agent comments “The American genius, our good fortune is that someplace along the line back there in American history them realizing that each American seeking to pursue his maximum good results together in maximizing everyone’s good.”  This viewpoint is subverted as an ironic delusion throughout the text.  The individual’s self-interest, the need for their individuality to hold up under this collective American pantheon of maximizing everyone’s good, is an unsustainable basis for community if that community does not have any definition for good.  Under the pressure of pursuing individual good – an obligation laden with national responsibility – the individual goes mad with its own divisions.   [23:  Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communities 6]  [24:  Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communities 22] 

The Muslim context for this is important in that it expands upon the notion of narcotics as idolatry, and idolatry as that which disperses unity.  Overtly, Islam discourages intoxicating substances.  Muslims represent probably the largest block of teetotalers in the world today.  In that obvious respect, the faith is an important predecessor to Alcoholics Anonymous, which plays a central role in Infinite Jest that I will discuss at greater length later.  The Qur’an mentions alcohol in several ayat[footnoteRef:25] that, chronologically, wax from ambivalent to disapproving in their opinion of the drink.  Reading literally, however, the initial anti-intoxicant verse hinges upon a famously open word.  It goes “They ask you about intoxicants and games of chance.  Say:  In both of them there is a great sin and means of profit for men, and their sin is greater than their profit.”[footnoteRef:26]  The word that is here “intoxicants” is khamr, which is can more literally be translated as “that which covers” as in, clouds the intellect.  Ali, in his commentary on the ayah, wishes there to be no ambiguity as to whether this verse constitutes a prohibition against intoxicants.  However, the sinew of his feelings on this matter reveals a larger trend in modern Islam’s attitude towards alcohol.  He frames the elimination of alcohol from Muslim culture upon receipt of this ayah as a sort of miracle itself, saying, “History cannot present another instance of a wonderful transformation of this magnitude brought about so easily yet so thoroughly.” He compares this situation to the “Jews and the Christians being themselves addicted to this evil.”[footnoteRef:27]  Ali’s view is fonder of the social value of such a transformation toward sobriety than the divine judgment upon the intoxicant, and it maybe a little deluded about the complete abstinence of all Muslims.  However, it is a powerful suggestion for a society formed outside of intoxicants.  The original meaning of the word khamr has, by collective social ritual of billions of Muslims, been restricted to apply to alcohol and narcotics, providing a social framework for something as powerful as sobriety.  But in the broader view – which corresponds to the Wallacean view – the O.N.A.N.istic use of media is just as visceral, just as “covering.”  The underlying problem is any sort of diffuse dependence – in Islam, on anything that is not Allah; in Infinite Jest, on anything that denies our own dependence.     [25:  Singular:  aya.  Equivalent to Biblical verse, but which more literally means “sign.” ]  [26:  Qur’an Surat Al-Baqara 2:218 trans. Maulvi Muhammad Ali]  [27:  Maulvi Muhammad Ali’s commentary on his interpretation of the Qur’an, p. 100] 

The vast layers of compulsive and unhappy dependence on any and everything within Infinite Jest suggests a fundamental defect in human behaviors that allows for something like the Cartridge to invade the consciousness of the humans throughout O.N.A.N.  Elizabeth Freudenthal noted the fundamental compulsiveness of literally every character in the colossal novel and named the novel’s attempt to liberate them “Anti-Interiority.”  Freudenthal saw the characters in the novel as falling within one of two camps.  They either surrender to the compulsions of consciousness that push them to control their material surroundings through substance abuse or ritualized behaviors or, like the final, bed-ridden character Don Gately, they learn to locate the source of his own pain away from the gunshot wound in his body and in his head.  Gately then defeats that pain by detaching himself from his own head, i.e. by rejecting the power of his brain’s pain receptors to control his own identity.  To Freudenthal, “Anti-interior selfhood exists as a paradoxically dynamic thinghood between material and subjective realms, in the space where both Gately and his Higher Power live.”[footnoteRef:28]  The anti-interior ideal bridges the gap between the recursive hell of solipsism so prominent in the novel, and the total externalization or objectification that drugs or entertainment produce in their ideal forms, which is no better.  In the set-up of the novel, the burdens of individualism beget solipsism, which in turn demands that the solipsized try to turn themselves into objects rather than reside in their own heads.  Anti-interior selfhood, as proposed in the novel and corroborated by Freudenthal, tries to eliminate the self-obsession that requires true objectification of the sort viewers of Infinite Jest participate in.   [28:  Freudenthal, Elizabeth.  “Anti-Interiority:  Compulsiveness, Objectification, and Identity in Infinite Jest.”  New Literary History 41.1 (Winter 2010) 191-211] 

The desire to escape the self in such a fashion is because the self in O.N.A.N. has been dislocated from any tangible communal attachment.  The self is not meant to be alone.  More classically, no man is an island.  This becomes a political concern.  The unity of O.N.A.N. is in jeopardy because of its world eminence and lack of enemies.  The underlying lack of any internal communal practice, language, or objective becomes painfully apparent without an external foe to focus on.  The state was in “a post-Soviet and –Jihad era when – somehow even worse – there was no real Foreign Menace of any real unified potency to hate and fear.”[footnoteRef:29]  The situation is intolerable for President Gentle.  Edward Said wrote in Orientalism about the West’s historic need to create an outsider against which to define itself.  In Said’s terms, “Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, “us”) and the strange (the Orient, the East, “them”).”[footnoteRef:30]  The condition of “us” vs. “them” produced internationally is a source of great national and sometimes supra-national unity e.g. N.A.T.O., but at the expense of the “them” in the equation.  Within the timeframe of O.N.A.N. and President Gentle, that role of the strange, the Oriental, is cast as Quebec.   [29:  Infinite Jest 382]  [30:  Said, Edward.  Orientalism 43] 

The replacement of the Oriental with the more proximate Quebec does nothing to alter the fundamental Orientalist nature of the equation.  As Said noted, the Orient is not an inherent geographic or cultural fact, but a means of perceiving a foreign entity in the interests of self-definition.  In his words, “European culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.”[footnoteRef:31]  The quest for identity demanded of O.N.A.N. in its self-definition requires a similar new orient in the same lineage of the Soviet and the Jihadists mentioned by Gentle.   The land becomes an abused dumping ground for O.N.A.N.ite waste, most notable for its production of terrorists.  Infinite Jest even applies the Saidian concept of the capital-O Other politically.  In Said’s terms, “The Orient is […] the source place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of the deepest and most recurring images of the Other.”[footnoteRef:32]  President Gentle – who, again, we are seeing via a filmed puppet show – promises to find “some cohesion-renewing Other,”[footnoteRef:33] one explicitly in sequence with the Orientalized image of Jihadists. [31:  Said, Edward, Orientalism 3]  [32:  Said, Edward Orientalism 1]  [33:  Infinite Jest 384] 

A new enemy, a new Saidian Other is found in Quebec.  Given that the two terms are most important in optics, the Concavity/Convexity debate captures the notion of a lens forming the border between nations, distorting and rendering incongruous any attempt by either to view the other.  The Concavity/Convexity is an international perception-altering feature, a media or narcotic through which to engage with the Other.  The territory of Quebec is an inversion of the colonial Near Eastern situation; where the Arab tragedy has been its image in the West as a desert land useful only for its ability to supply petrol to power our world, the Quebecois situation is to be the site of the dumping ground of the waste of O.N.A.N.ite nuclear waste, producing the overfloration of the Concavity/Convexity.  Rather than the inhospitably dry and sterile desert image from which to draw fresh energy, Quebec’s situation is to be an inhospitably bioactive repository for expended energy.  Infinite Jest leads its readers to understand that the economic situation for Arab countries dependent upon oil has become grim since the development of nuclear fusion by reference to “the shrinking upper classes of petro-Arab nations”[footnoteRef:34] elsewhere in the novel, furthering the sequential relationship between Quebec and Arabism.   [34:  Infinite Jest 33] 

Most importantly, even more so than energy needs, there is a parallel component of how Quebec functions in popular imagery within America to the sort of Orientalist lens that Edward Said revealed as a means of self-identification for Western viewers.   As Quebec allows for national unity in its position of other, it also disrupts the ideals of American individual exchange by virtue of standing outside of such values while being politically attached to the American empire of O.N.A.N.  One Quebecois terrorist/agent poses a hypothetical question to his American counterpart concerning the functions of individual economic exchange using the example of a conflict over a single serving of soup: 
[W]hat if your rival for the pleasurable soup is some individual outside your community, for example, you’ll say, let’s just make the example that it is a hapless Canadian, foreign, “un autre,” separated from me by a chasm of history and language and value and deep respect for individual freedom – then in this wholly random instance there would be no community-minded constraints on my natural impulse to bonk your head and commandeer the desired soup, since the poor Canadian is outside the equation of “pursuivre le bonheur” of each individual[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Infinite Jest 427] 

By use of the word “un autre,” French for “other,” the speaker is linguistically representing his own distance from the American community within his false detachment of a “wholly random instance.”  He is a representative of that Otherness.
The situation of O.N.A.N. is a political one, yes, but it is also a psychological and spiritual disunity that stems from the bottom of the society in the form of the poor, the crippled, and the addicted to the top.  Hence why we receive so much information from the horror stories of Ennet House.  Also why we get our view of the political events of O.N.A.N.’s creation via a puppet show put on by the dramatically deformed Mario Incandenza, a character who gets messianic treatment at many points throughout the novel.  The situation is a lack of unity that evidences a need for a reform, and one that is prophetic as opposed to simply political.  Norman O. Brown declared “The urban complex maxes a process of world unification in one sense – commercial, technological, imperial – inevitable.  And makes world unification in another sense – the “peaceful kingdom” – ever more problematical.”  The condition of O.N.A.N. is just such a desperately unpeacable, divided world.  Brown proposed that the “whole prophetic tradition is an attempt to rectify the social structure precipitated by the urban revolution, to resolve its inherent contradictions.”[footnoteRef:36] Setting aside any skepticism for a moment and taking the origin stories of the primary texts of the Abrahamic texts as self-presented, look at the history.  The Torah came out of Egyptian enslavement of the Jews, Jesus’s message was delivered from within the confines of a Roman government that ultimately crucified him, and the Qur’an descended upon a Messenger tasked with breaking up the economically sound idolatry of the Meccan Kaaba.  The fundamental hellish disunity of the world of O.N.A.N. could go along with these, in sequence. [36:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam 11] 


ii.  A New Orient:  The Man as Site of Geopolitical Fissure AND Supernatural Reception
The recipient of the Revelation of Infinite Jest is the Near Eastern Medical Attaché, a character introduced to us in the lines “Though only one-half ethnic Arab and a Canadian by birth and residence, the medical attaché is nevertheless once again under Saudi diplomatic immunity” (Infinite Jest 33).  The attaché begins his life cycle with us as an emissary.  He is under diplomatic immunity as a member of a legation under Prince Q-------, the Saudi Minister of Home Entertainment.  The Attaché attends to the Prince’s oral issues, a result of the Prince’s diet of Toblerone and Toblerone alone.  Along with his literal diplomatic presence, the Attaché is only one-half Arab.  The other half is, presumably, Quebecois, which is where he was born.  The Attaché straddles the old and new Orients.  Though he is only one-half Arab and therefore of the traditional Near East, he is described as fully the Near Eastern Medical Attaché.  His Quebecois-tude is a component of his Near Eastern-ness.  Here is another proof of the newly third-worldized Quebec.   The Near East in Infinite Jest has gotten nearer. 
The split in the Attaché’s identity is, nevertheless, determinedly apart from an American identity.  He is liminal in that he is an ambassador under Saudi diplomatic immunity, ethnically distorted, poly-lingual, and divides his medical practice between Montreal and the Rub’ al Khali, which is a neat little joke on Wallace’s part.  The vast over-abundance that Quebec is cursed with is the polar opposite of the Rub’ al Khali.  The Rub’ al Khali is a real place that represents the antipode of such productiveness; it is a region that is almost the quintessential Western image of a desert void.  Arabic for “the quarter of emptiness,” the Rub’ al Khali is an unpopulated and uninhabitable desert in southeastern Saudi Arabia.  Not even Bedouin live there.  There are no medical practices for oral specialists in the treatment of Toblerone addiction.  
In a further enforcement of his emissary status, he is described as a “more than averagely devout follower of the North American sufism promulgated in his childhood by Pir Vilayat.”[footnoteRef:37]  Pir Vilayat, who died in 2004, was a character heavily involved in the traditions of universalizing and spreading Islam to the Western world, carrying on the work of his father, Hazrat Inayat Khan.  Sufism is a branch of Islam focused on mystical experience.  Pir Vilayat’s version of Sufism focused on the transcendent components of worship.  In his words, “the secret of Sufism is to shift from the vantage point of our personal point of view to the Divine point of view.  Very simply, our being is made up of two poles of consciousness:  the individual, personal self and the Divine, higher self.”[footnoteRef:38]  Pir Vilayat used such a view of consciousness to maintain a trans-hemispheric career, one neatly paralleled by the interpolar offices of the Near Eastern Medical Attaché.  Pir was a historical figure, but his name is also one that further emphasizes the national entity.  Vilayat is the Urdu pronunciation of the Arabic “Wilayat,” which theologically relates to authority or power, but is the same as the word for “states.”  The United States are rendered “al-wilayat al-mutahida.”  It is fitting that a disciple of Pir Vilayat is a cross-continental figure.  The Near Eastern Medical Attaché’s liminality and alien status is also what sets him up as a recipient for revelation. [37:  Infinite Jest 34]  [38:  Khan, Pir Vilayat Inayat.  Awakening 4] 

Despite the fact that the Medical Attaché is unnamed except for his ethnic and professional titles and thus, would seem to be kept at arm’s-length from us as readers, his fragmented internal lens palpably shapes the text.  A persistent trick Wallace uses in Infinite Jest when he wishes to inject his narrative with the consciousnesses of non-United States citizens is to refer to what is usually called “America” as “U.S.A.”  This is particularly notable when using the voice of Quebecoise citizens of the newly constituted Our North American Nation, as a sort of linguistic rebellion against the identity of “American” being exclusively reserved to the United States, which is the way we use the word in real public discourse.  When you refer to an “American,” you almost certainly don’t mean someone from Brazil.  The non-U.S. citizens in the novel, especially the Quebecoise full of resentment for Experialism, emphasize this interesting situation by avoiding the word American entirely.  The Attaché’s internal narrative is emphasized with this trick.  We also participate in his biases by virtue of the ostensibly third-person narrative.  If we refer back to the previous Pir Vilayat comment about the transmutation of viewpoints, we see that the third-person narrative of the Near Eastern Medical Attaché is trying and failing to transcend the “individual, personal self.”  This is yet another way in which the Attaché is an interboundary figure.
The Attaché partakes in his liminality and provides us with his viewpoint, the reflected view of the Western/American eyes upon the Oriental/Quebecois figure.  He provides us a good view of “the idolatrous West’s most famous and self-congratulating idol, the colossal Libertine Statue, wearing some type of enormous adult-design diaper, a hilariously apposite image popular in the news photos of so many international journals.”  Likewise, his diplomatic “legation finds the promotional subsidy of the North American calendar hilariously vulgar.”[footnoteRef:39]  Since it is the Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment, that product is swaddling the Statue of Liberty, which as a clear symbol of advertising turning us all into infants AND violating the sanctity of our more cherished cultural idols is both very funny and eerily plausible.  The dismissiveness towards American culture from someone who is clearly dependent upon it is a particularly important component of the Attaché’s special lens on the world of the novel.  He is a viewer of the American world, but with the will to remain detached in certain ways.  So while the attaché is liminal, his liminality is not fully separate from the events of the rest of the novel.  The hanging triptych of Byzantine erotica in his living room, for example, connects him to Hal Incandenza’s obsession with the same subject, which constitutes a unity of low-brow interest set in the ultimate zone of Islamic/Western encounter (Istanbul, not Constantinople).  The Attaché’s mish-mashed identity allows him to act as a cultural membrane in many different directions.  He’s a sort of contact lens between cultural worlds, which is the perfect condition for someone who will soon be a passive prophet.  To be a prophet is to have access to other worlds.  It is unfortunate that his own form of idolatry, under the newly expanded and monetized systems of vice prevalent in O.N.A.N. are wrapped up in his character to such an extent as to make his reception of revelation one that goes wrong. [39:  Infinite Jest 33] 

Despite the Attaché’s seeming innocence of traditional “sins” or vices – his devoutness, in other words – he is a participant in the new compulsiveness of his time.  The Attaché is an E.N.T. specialist in the employ of the Saudi Minister of Home Entertainment Prince Q--------.  The Attaché’s diplomatic immunity comes from this association, as the bringer of media from one continent to another.  The Prince requires daily treatment for some pretty disgusting oral infections due to his strict diet consisting of the Swiss chocolate Toblërone, and Toblërone alone.  The Prince’s relationship with Toblërone bears all the hallmarks of a compulsive self-escape.  That the Prince and, by the transitive property of the paycheck, the attaché are working with Interlace[footnoteRef:40] is further evidence that the Attaché is a complicit participant in the ills of the “idolatrous West” that he and his diplomatic legation laugh at.  This work relationship with a massive media conglomerate is also a keen irony, considering that a self-distributed media enslaves the Attaché.  Another embedded irony is in the line “A more than averagely devout follower of the North American sufism promulgated in his childhood by Pir Vilayat, the medical attaché partakes of neither kif nor distilled spirits, and must unwind without chemical aid.[footnoteRef:41]” The kif[footnoteRef:42] and distilled spirits are out-of-bounds and haram[footnoteRef:43] to the medical attaché.  Yet, he appears, from our view of him, to be narcotically dependent upon film in a way that constitutes a total violation of Islam’s more central tenant of anti-idolatry.  [40:  A giant media corporation within Wallace’s O.N.A.N.]  [41:  Wallace, Infinite Jest 37]  [42:  A term for marijuana, specifically the potent grainy residue that builds up in the lowest chamber of your grinder where you can find a (practically) free bowl’s worth of high after every gram or so ground.]  [43:  Arabic for forbidden; specifically Islamic categorization.] 

The Near Eastern Medical Attaché helps to cultivate an understanding of the role of Baumeister’s ideas of self-escape and Freudenthal’s transmutation of the same idea into self-objectification, especially in relation to his interesting violations of the Qur’anic rituals he is supposed to represent.  The rituals of religion are most practically useful in their ability to contain the compulsiveness of individuality.  By virtue of the presence of a higher power, the struggles of existing as a sentient individual can take on some meaning that frees the individual from their existential burden.  Baumeister posited that religion was the most sustainable of his various presented means of self-escape.  Wallace corroborates this view.  In his famous “This is Water” address, Wallace said “the compelling reason for maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to worship—be it JC or Allah, be it YHWH or the Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four Noble Truths, or some inviolable set of ethical principles—is that pretty much anything else you worship will eat you alive.”  This sentiment expresses a sort of non-specific pantheism about human interactions.  However, in harnessing literature to espouse this spirit of worship as a counter to worshiping idolatries that will eat you alive, he was building a Qur’anic project.  Likewise, in demonstrating the effect of a particularly powerful Entertainment upon the Near Eastern Medical Attaché, Wallace was dramatizing the ways in which new brands of idolatries can vividly and diabolically possess a human being.  
The Qur’an composes within itself means by which humans can escape themselves without resorting to the idolatrous methods of the characters of Infinite Jest.  The ayat of the Qur’an are supposed to be recited in accompaniment with specific, ritualized bodily motions. In Surat An-Nisa 4:43, the Qur’an addresses the believers, commanding them not to approach prayer while intoxicated.  Muslims are, by edict of one of the central tenants of Islam called “the Five Pillars,” required to pray five times daily, with an additional two prayers optional.   That he does not pray at the time required of him but, instead, focuses his narrative attention on the hilal-ness of his meal or the black veils on the women of his magazines or his own lack of sobriety is a major failure of him, as a Muslim.  The dictated sobriety in prayer is not simply a prohibition.  Such a command, which predates the Qur’an’s other edicts on drinking, establishes a comparison.  The need to pray sober five times a day makes it difficult to be drunk.  If you happen to be living in a predominantly Muslim place where the call to prayer echoes out from muethinin[footnoteRef:44] in minarets, you may suffer a bite of conscience if you happen to be under the influence.  But the requirement of five times daily prayer allows a channeling of the sort of compulsion that makes intoxication appealing into a controlled form.  Given the connection that has already been established between entertainment and intoxication and khamr, the attaché should not be as compulsive as he is.  In the form of Salat, he has received the means to participate in a productive, or at least non-destructive, form of ritualized self-escape that both turns him into a body while retaining a connection to the outside world.  The Near Eastern medical attaché, instead, focuses on his search for entertainment to translate his own internal strife after a hard day into mental peace i.e. bodihood. [44:  Also Anglicized as muezzin, which is the Turkish pronunciation, these are the lead reciters of mosques.] 

The Near Eastern Medical Attaché achieves his bodihood with narcotic desperation and dependence upon media, rather than prayer.  On the day of April 1st Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment, a furious Prince Q------, frustrated with the treatment for his oral yeast infection that day, dismisses the Near Eastern medical attaché early in rage.  The attaché feels unappreciated and angry over the situation.  His methods for resolving his internal stress depend entirely upon food and media.  Such is a compulsion in the world of Wallace.  Wallace’s views correspond to broad-scale Islamic ideas of idolatry.  The complications of In the Islamic idea of idolatry, the attaché is guilty, not only of putting his “unwinding” in the hands of not-Allah or of enabling the Saudi Prince to continue his own obviously damaging if pretty funny compulsion, but of neglecting his more essential Muslim duties.  An obvious example of this is within the basic mechanics of this whole episode:  it falls in an approximately 47 minute period – from getting home at “like 1840h” to settling in with the cartridge when “the TP’s viewer’s digital display reads 1927h”[footnoteRef:45] – that explicitly sets the attachés time frame around the 7:11 PM time that Maghreb (sunset) prayer falls on April 1st in Boston.  That the text is explicit about its time frame while also emphasizing the halal-ness of the Attaché’s meal, the Arab-ness of his magazines, his hostility to his wife’s playing in an “irritating Americanized tennis-league,”[footnoteRef:46] and his own non-consumption of narcotics is meant as an ironic indictment of the Attaché’s religiosity.  The five daily prayers of Islam[footnoteRef:47] are much more central than any of these features that the attaché is embodying.  The attaché gives up his granted means of “unwinding” in the form of Salat in favor of media, which is a dangerous exchange to make.  The brilliance of Islam at enforcing sobriety is tied to the ability of Salat and ritual recitation to occupy the same space of compulsivity into which Infinite Jest portrays drugs/media/sex/cleanliness as forcing themselves.     [45:  Wallace, Infinite Jest First time:  p. 34, second time:  p. 37]  [46:  Wallace, Infinite Jest 36]  [47:  Salat, one of the Five Pillars of Islam that form core beliefs shared by Shia’, Sunni, and most Sufisms, means ritual prayer.  Five times each day, the prayers are undertaken after ritual washing.  Salat has a much more specific meaning than the English word “prayer” indicates, fusing recitation of various ayat from the Qur’an with very specific motions involving prostration and kneeling, all facing Mecca.  ] 

Neglect of his primary duty to prayer aside, the Near Eastern medical attaché exhibits other more classically hypocritical tendencies, particularly regarding sex.  This is despite the promulgated image of veiled and, presumably, chaste women in his home, which becomes ironic.  We are unwittingly prepped for the appearance of the attaché by a seeming non-sequitor in the scene of precisely six pages and six years before the attaché’s receipt of Infinite Jest.  The character James Incandenza disguises himself as a conversation specialist to speak to his son, Hal.  The elder Incandenza has the persistent hallucination that his son, a lexical prodigy who displays eidetic recall and recites the Oxford English Dictionary at command, is mute.  This hallucination drives the father to a one-sided rant about the family’s dirty laundry that a reader cannot really process so early in the novel.  In this rant, James refers to “Hal’s blithe inattention to your own dear grammatical mother’s cavortings with not one not two but over thirty Near Eastern medical attachés.”[footnoteRef:48]  While James Incandenza’s “over thirty Near Eastern medical attaché’s” is probably more indicative of drunken hysteria than numerical accuracy, the presence of this passage so proximate to the introduction of one particular attaché means that that attaché’s identity is pre-emptively associated with adultery.  The liaison exists only in implication, but it is also suggested again in a later conversation with the terms “possible indications.”[footnoteRef:49]  Whether or not the implied affair is true, it is ironic that the attaché who is associated primarily with adultery in his introduction is so explicitly chaste in his “quick unlibidinous look at Nass’s spring line of sexless black devout-women’s-wear.”[footnoteRef:50]  If that sentence were to be taken at face value, then the attaché would seem to be wronged by reputation.  Yet the whole scene happens under a “triptych of high-quality Byzantine erotica.”[footnoteRef:51]   [48:  Wallace Infinite Jest 30]  [49:  Infinite Jest 91]  [50:  Infinite Jest 37]  [51:  Infinite Jest 36] 

The issue of sex is compounded by the fact that James Incandenza, in the same interview with Hal on April 1, Year of the Tucks Medicated Pad, mentions the cartridge that we later learn to be Infinite Jest as having been implanted in his head after a series of detoxifications.  James describes the entity in his head as a “priapistic-entertainment cartridge.”[footnoteRef:52]  This is more understandable progressively, as the novel filters through to us the details of the film.  It features a lead actress, Joelle van Dyne, who had been an ill-fated relationship with Orin Incandenza immediately prior to making the Entertainment with James.  Orin referred to her as “P.G.O.A.T., for the Prettiest Girl Of All Time.”  The seemingly hyperbolic claim is shown to hold some water; the sexual attractiveness of van Dyne is said to induce the “Actaeon Complex.”[footnoteRef:53][footnoteRef:54]  After making Infinite Jest she takes to wearing a veil much like those advertised in the medical Attaché’s copy of Nass so that she can avoid the consequences of her attractiveness. [52:  Wallace Infinite Jest 30]  [53:  Wallace Infinite Jest 290]  [54:  Actaeon was the mythical hunter who, according to Ovid, found Artemis bathing in the woods.  She turned him into a stag, after which his own dogs hunted him down.  His tale is its brand of malignant encounters with the divine, as well as seeing that which should not be seen.] 

Whether or not you can assume factual truth of the Medical Attaché’s affair with Avril, the sin of seeing that which should not be seen in the form of Infinite Jest is shown as its own sort of transgression that is in some new way sexual when applied to entertainment or, conversely, that sexual transgression has now become the sin of voyeuristic viewing.  So even though one of the primary unspoken implications of the novel is that either James Incandenza or his son Orin have sent out the Cartridge initially as punishment for those who have slept with Avril, the sin of watching the Cartridge is, in the case of the Near Eastern medical attaché, itself a transgression, most blatantly hammered home by the presence of the words “HAPPY ANNIVERSARY!” on the cartridge, when “the medical attaché and his veiled wife were united in the eyes of God and Prophet not in April but in October, four years prior, in the Ruba’ al Khali.”[footnoteRef:55]  In opening the package so addressed, the attaché is again an intrusion upon the sacrament of marriage if only via a mailing error.   [55:  Wallace Infinite Jest 36] 

Despite his condemnation of the “Libertine Statue,” the attaché commits his own form of idolatry, which in this reading corresponds with addiction and compulsiveness.  The attaché tears through his house in search of entertainment upon coming home from a stressful day seeking to take the edge off.  He finds nothing to watch other than “live U.S.A. professional sports – which he has always found brutish and repellent” [footnoteRef:56] and he rips open his mail seeking more entertaining specimens.  He finds nothing better than a blank black cartridge bearing a smiley-face sticker.  Yet he watches this suspicious gift, so great is his need for a fix.  The scene parallels a later one in which a trio of addicts are looking for heroin on Christmas Day and end up at a sketchy Chinese restaurant owned by a vile dealer who poisons their smack.  Eyeballs fall out in that scene.  Likewise with the sober Sufi attaché who loses his eyeballs in the more figurative sense of having his attention captivated, a word so overused in reference to entertainment that we forget that it means to be rendered captive, prisoner.  [56:  Infinite Jest 35] 



iii. The Book, The Film, The Grand Reveal
Infinite Jest is the force that descends upon and enraptures the Near Eastern Medical Attaché who straddles worlds.  It comes as a sequential form of entertainment from the Qur’anic precedent.  The final surah of the Qur’an is Surat al-Nass; we see that magazine titled “Nass” on the Attaché’s table.  The word means “People,” but People Magazine has never been published in Arabic, and has never been remade for a particularly Arabized audience, featuring on its cover a “model chastely swathed and veiled.”[footnoteRef:57]  The protraction of the Qur’an’s final chapter into a prop for the appearance of Infinite Jest in the trivialized, disposable form of a magazine in the possession of an artificially devout Muslim corroborates the Cartridge’s participation in scriptural tradition.  It becomes a sequentially Qur’anic occurrence, taking off from the finality of the Qur’an.  The fate of the attaché is a comment on classical religions as a whole as well as Islam in particular.  He demonstrates a vulnerability to the seemingly benign, a weakness his own professed devotion to older forms of scripture does not defend.   [57:  Infinite Jest 36] 

The power of Infinite Jest transcends other forms of media or addiction within the novel in that it is perfectly Entertaining.  The Attaché ends up forgetting all about the food or the sleep that had previously excited him, and instead configured his media player “for a recursive loop.  He sits there, attached to a congealed supper, watching, at 0020h., having now wet both his pants and the special recliner.”[footnoteRef:58]  The same fate befalls the many people who come looking for him, first his wife then his delegation.  Nobody who views the Cartridge within the novel is capable of resisting the absolute desire for further viewing.  This is a supernatural power over the wills of consumers, a power corroborated by the recurrence of the creator of the film in ghostly form, existing as an immortal being.  The film is the most obvious of several of his creations that could be considered revelation. [58:  Infinite Jest 54] 

The film is a diabolical revelation in that it completely robs the viewer of self.  Divine revelation as understood within and represented by the Qur’an, operates to overcome self but to do so while instilling utility.  While characters of the novel are constantly trying either to assemble a true and reliable understanding of the self or to surrender their egos, the film capable of demolishing those concerns represents the worst harnessing of human desire for escape.  The religious element of the pursuit of characters like tennis star Hal Incandenza, who fears that he is only exists as “postures and little routines, locked down and stored and call-uppable for rebroadcast at specified times,”[footnoteRef:59] has been drastically underappreciated by most criticism of the novel, which is often either distracted by the cruft of Wallace’s elaborate setting or chooses to shuffle Wallace’s spiritual concerns into a singular new-agey morass.  Worse still, is the persistent critical unwillingness to extend analysis of self, interiority, and compulsiveness to anything much earlier than Freudian readings to get to the pre-scientificism and pre-rationalism that Infinite Jest flirts with and, ultimately, embraces.  Infinite Jest attacks will and enslaves viewers in a fashion that overrides and proves flawed any conception of the ultimate power of human will or intellect to control human behavior.  Many educated people who treat the film as an observable, documentable phenomenon within the novel – those who study the drooling invalid victims of the film and think that such studying makes them immune – find that no, they cannot try to know this thing without being incorporated within it.  A religious brand of surrender is enforced here, a particularly Islamic understanding of submission that relates heavily to the ideas of compulsion and will that plague the novel.  Similarly, using the Qur’an as a template for the project of Infinite Jest is important to grappling with the nature of the latter.  Attached to an understanding of submission within both texts is the nature of revelation.  If the film Infinite Jest can resemble a bad revelation, the nature of the whole novel of the same name becomes more transparently Qur’anic. [59:  Infinite Jest 966-967] 

The cartridge Infinite Jest is a being that renders the viewer perfectly immobile and un-desiring.  Viewers forget about all other wants in the world; they forget to eat, sleep, or clean themselves.  I will return for a moment to the Sufism of Pir Vilayat, the name-checked spiritual guide of the Medical Attaché.  Pir Vilayat wrote a book, Awakening, a somewhat elliptical and mystical little guide to the Sufi experience.  In the first lines of the foreword to that book, Vilayat’s son, Pirzade Zia Inayat Khan, wrote that to be a Sufi is, among other things, “To be like an infant in God’s bosom.”[footnoteRef:60]  By fulfilling all desires, Infinite Jest converts its viewers into infants but in the most malignant possible way. [60:  Inayat, Pir Vilayat Awakening VII] 

As the source of its power, Infinite Jest is an Oedipal mess that simulates the experience of infancy.  The project, also called called the Entertainment, the Cartridge, or the samizdat,[footnoteRef:61] was based on director James Orin Incandenza’s concept that the person who gives birth to you is the person who killed you in a previous life.  Thus the movie was shot from the perspective of a newborn and using a “neonatal lens,”[footnoteRef:62] receiving a series of apologies from a maternal figure played by Joelle van Dyne.  That’s the whole movie.  The maternal apology is, apparently, the most compelling thing that can happen on this world.  It creates a sort of continuous rebirth; in the case of the Attaché, he sets his media player to a “recursive loop,” an endless sequence of recreations that creates an artificial infinity of his own infancy, leaving him sitting in his own filth. [61:  Russian for “self-distribution.”  Applicable both because of the home-published, unmarked manner in which it spreads through the world and because the spread of samizdat material – whence the term derived – in Russia was threatening to Soviet media domination]  [62:  Wallace, Infinite Jest 222] 

Infancy is a persistent theme in Infinite Jest.  The addictions therein are often described in womb terms, with substances filling maternal roles.  We follow Hal Incandenza to a meeting that he believes to be AA but gradually reveals itself to be an “Inner Infant” recovery, concluding with a grown man with his thumb in his mouth crawling toward Hal for a hug.[footnoteRef:63]  Spiritual seekers establish a cult surrounding the frequently alluded-to giant infant of the Concavity/Convexity, which takes on a divine role of “The Infant,” with the definite article present “as if there was only One.”[footnoteRef:64]  What infancy in the novel really represents is a lack of social responsibility, absence of self-consciousness, and surrender of complicated ego structures for sheer pleasure.  The ultimate addiction that is Infinite Jest is a simulation of a rebirth, which fulfills the maternal role of narcotics that alleviates viewers of all sense of responsibility.  Better still, you don’t even owe the maternal figure played by Joelle van Dyne or the broader maternal figure of the Film any of the traditional duties of a child, because she killed you.  She owes you.  Just enjoy. [63:  795-808]  [64:  Infinite Jest 562.  A situation with the divinity of the definite article that echoes certain theories about the “Al” article of “Allah’s” name as distinct from “ilaha” that means what we mean in English by the lower-case “god.”] 

The rebirth imagery of Infinite Jest bears religious significance.  Being born again, crossing into another world and another life, is a recurring theme in many views of paradise and many terms of conversion.  This is parallel to the manner in which the Qur’an encourages egalitarian submission before Allah in a way that converts all people into equals by making them as infants before an omnipotent force, thought Allah is more traditionally patriarchal.  However, the notion of revelation is maternal.  The Qur’an declares that “With [Allah] resides the Mother of the Book,”[footnoteRef:65] a declaration that the Qur’an itself is a humanized parallel to the infinite Book of reproduction.  The rebirthing nature of a scripture is likewise, Islamic, in that Islam embraces the notion of re-energizing Revelations, revelations that correct the human-made corruption of prior revelations.  Norman O. Brown noted this, and said of both Islam and Protestantism that “it was a step back to origins, in order to make a different wager, a different departure, and set things aright.”[footnoteRef:66]  The continual rebirth of Infinite Jest’s particular assumption about life and death suggests a revision of that very site of life’s origin, the mother.  But it composes a dangerous revelation. [65:  Holy Qur’an Surat ar-Ra’d 13:39 trans. Yusuf Ali, whose translation is one of the more literal for umm al-kitaab, though umm i.e. “mother” has been translated as “basis” or “essence.”]  [66:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam 14] 

The film Infinite Jest demands a specifically Islamic interpretation of itself as Revelation because Islam places greater emphasis on revelation, compulsion, and art than any of its predecessors.  “The Holy Qur’an recognizes no limit of any kind to Divine revelation, either in respect of time or in respect of the nationality of the individual to whom it may be granted.  It regards all people as having at one time or other received Divine revelation.”[footnoteRef:67]  Al-Alaq, the first five ayat of which are traditionally considered the first revelation of Muhammad, invokes the progressive miracles of creation of man, then the education of man specifically by use of the pen.  “Read in the name of your Lord who created/He created man from a clot/Read and your lord is Most Honourable/Who taught (to write) with the pen/Taught man what he knew not.”[footnoteRef:68]  Islam’s God is not just a creator, but he is also an educator.  Mankind’s ability to record, to use the pen to document and understand his condition is shown as an equal miracle to existence, even a central part of our access to a higher existence.  Particularly, if man uses the pen to document fully the words imparted upon him of God.  Unlike the Bible, which was a collection of works canonically determined to be divine and belong together, the Qur’an speaks of itself as “The Qur’an” and “The Book.”  It demands itself to be written though Muhammad was said to be illiterate and it demands to be spoken though Muhammad first received it in solitude.  The Revelation demands an active role on the part of created man to write, to work with the names. But as for our Sufi medical attaché, he is undone by a Wallacean assault in the opposite direction.  While Muhammad was compelled to recite, the Attaché is compelled to receive.  Entertainment has taken away his utility.  He has become the victim rather than the producer of art.  A benevolent revelation as understood by both Islam and Infinite Jest would be that which gives a new voice.   [67:  Maulvi Muhammad Ali’s preface to his translation of the Holy Qur’an, ix]  [68:  Qur’an Al-Alaq 96:1-5 Translated by Maulvi Muhammad Ali] 

One of the genii of Islam was in its genesis the allowance for a more flexible understanding of religious progress.  Norman O. Brown would argue “Islam has the advantage over Christianity in that it already includes within its story the possibility of its recurrent defeat, having a different kind of teleology than Marxism or Christianity, each of which looks to the end of time.”[footnoteRef:69]  Within that separate kind of teleology, Brown would position the Qur’anic legacy in Western literature as one of the great overlooked traditions therein.  Infinite Jest violates the borders of spectation in that Islamically unbounded way, first appearing to the liminal Attaché and then challenging his capacity to be distant from the most American and yet most international of vices, the broadcast image that enforces your own perfection. [69:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam xxvi] 

David Foster Wallace saw the Andersonian duty of communal fusion as the task of mass media and entertainment in 1990s America and simply elaborated that predicament in the O.N.A.N. of Infinite Jest into the eminent role of Entertainment in our society.  Coming from the background of Postmodernism, David Foster Wallace was adequately suspicious of organized religion while also being uncomfortable with the cynicism he saw as having replaced religion in his time.  In his non-fiction, Wallace expressly opposed the ironic detachment of the Postmodern ethos, seeking instead to find new ways to overcome self-absorption and solipsism embedded in the vast comforts American capitalism promises.  You can find the same ideas made manifest within Infinite Jest.  He saw such American comforts as products of Postmodern ironic detachment that renders everyone viewers and critics.  In his attempt to subvert both forms of detachment, Wallace deployed reference to religion as a way to return to pre-Postmodern sincerity.  At the same time, he made much of Postmodern life look cultish and weird.  In essays like “E Unibus Pluram,” about television as the means by which America understands itself and how Americans process their identities, and “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again” about the eerie passivity of a cruise, Wallace worried that the functions of the American economy and self-interest were tampering with the individual’s ability to handle questions of identity and self.  Referring to television as a tool of cultural interpretation, Wallace wrote: 
American human beings are a slippery and protean bunch in real life, hard as hell to get any kind of universal handle on.  But television comes equipped with just such a handle.  It’s an incredible gauge of the generic.  If we want to know what American normality is – i.e. what Americans want to regard as normal – we can trust television.[footnoteRef:70]  [70:  Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again 22] 

The conclusion of that essay offered the follow-up insight that “In a real Joe Briefcase-world that shifts ever more starkly from some community of relationships to networks of strangers connected by self-interest and technology, the people we espy on TV offer us familiarity, community.”[footnoteRef:71]  Herein lies a purely Andersonian appreciation for how America as a nation pictures itself into a nation, with the more particular insight that television is the particular means by which America gets to imagine itself united.  This absence of any real basis of community is why entertainment and media become so central in O.N.A.N.  At the same time as it forms such communities, the televisual is experienced in such a profoundly solitary way, hence the inversion of the classic American slogan “E Pluribus Unam” into “E Unibus Pluram” for the title of the above essay.  Television divides as it presents the image of unity.  The phrase that Wallace titled the above essay crops up within Infinite Jest, in an exchange that goes “’We’re each deeply alone here.  It’s what we all have in common, this aloneness.’ ‘E Unibus Pluram.”[footnoteRef:72]  This is the real untrustworthy component of Infinite Jest and the cult of televisual interaction that Infinite Jest presents.  This is why, while Infinite Jest is a divinely powerful sort of entity, capable of transmutating death into new life and capturing infinite attention, it is diabolical in that it participates in the isolating components of religious experience rather than the unified. [71:  Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again 26]  [72:  Infinite Jest 112] 

It is always tempting to associate any religious undertones in an American novel with Christianity, especially those novels written by people who are not professed Muslims with no ethnic ties to Islam.  But while there are certainly many Christian tropes to be found in Infinite Jest, the revelatory aspect of the Entertainment is much more readily explicable as being an Islamic phenomenon.  Most obviously, the Attaché’s explicit Muslim-ness demonstrates this, but another important point is in the function of Christianity as opposed to Islam.  Christianity declares that the word was made flesh in the form of Jesus.  Since the hereticization of Ebionism, Gnosticism, and Arianism[footnoteRef:73] in the early centuries of Christianity, Jesus has needed to be the Son of God:  begotten not made, in the words of the Nicene Creed.[footnoteRef:74]  In contrast, Islam emphasizes that all prophets are merely righteous human beings receiving transmissions from God, transmissions that must be shared.  Hence, the Qur’an does not need to be proven by miracles of water into wine or resurrection of the dead, because the Qur’an promotes itself as a literary miracle, especially given that Muhammad is at many times referred as “unlettered” or “illiterate.”[footnoteRef:75]  Muhammad’s declared lack of literary faculty then layers a parallel miracle to the Creation and Education roles of Allah of the earlier quoted Al-Alaq as it was being spoken.  Muhammad’s own ability to recite the literarily perfect Qur’an upon divine inspiration/compulsion, despite being detached from the world of literature, is an important feature to the belief in the Qur’an as its own miracle.  The analogy Brown makes in discussing Islam beside Christianity is that Mary’s virginity is equivalent to Muhammad’s illiteracy.  In the Surat Maryam (the Arabic name for Mary), this connection is enforced.  “ [The angel who told Mary she was pregnant] said: So (it will be). Thy Lord saith: It is easy for Me. And (it will be) that We may make of him a revelation for mankind and a mercy from Us, and it is a thing ordained.[footnoteRef:76]”   In this passage, the Arabic word Pickthall translates into “revelation” is ayah, which is the same word for what we might call “verse” i.e. the small particles of the Qur’an.  The word also means sign.  The text of the Qur’an and the body of Christ are, in Islam, parallel:  revelation.  “Allah begets not, nor is he begotten,[footnoteRef:77]” as goes a recurrent sentiment in the Qur’an.  Though he does not beget or incarnate, Allah reveals, most notably in the form of the Qur’an.  As literary perfection, the Qur’an challenges humanity to compete with its own beauty:  “Or, do they say:  He [Muhammad] has forged it.  Say:  Then bring ten forged chapters like it and call upon whom you can besides Allah, if you are truthful.”[footnoteRef:78]  There are several ayat that make similar challenges.  Thus, the Qur’an is believed to be a miracle that can be printed and reproduced and recited by everyone, allowing all to experience the beauty that is supposed to prove its divinity.  Only the most unhinged fanatics of Christianity have any hope of meeting Jesus this side of the grave.  In contrast, Muhammad does not need to be alive for anyone with the time to learn Arabic to speak the words that have been determined to be perfect by God himself. In the same egalitarian spirit, many Muslims accept the doctrine that all peoples of the world have, at one point or another in history, received a true divine revelation, and that Muhammad was merely the last, closing the tradition of prophecy.  That the revelatory points in Infinite Jest though universally imperfect are consciously productions – industrially reproducible and broadcastible – is an Islamic approach to what a revelation can be that is simply absent from the notion of Christianity.   [73:  Three forms of early Christianity that were heredicized during the development of the Catholic Church, mostly because of their questioning of the nature of Jesus as son of God and also himself God.]  [74:  A central recitation established by early Christians in 325 A.D. and shared by Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and most branches of Protestantism that enforces the Trinitarian view of the Godhead]  [75:  Though I’ve used the term “illiterate” in conjunction with Muhammad, the Arabic “ummi” that is usually translated thus can also mean simply “unlettered.”  Cragg meditates on the distinction at length on page 57 of his The Event of the Qur’an]  [76:  Surat Maryam 19:21 trans. Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall]  [77:  Qur’an Surat al-Iklaas 112:3 trans. Pickthall]  [78:  Qur’an Surat Hud 11:13 trans. Maulvi Muhammad Ali] 

The disastrous political situation of O.N.A.N. is, however, fundamentally a metaphor for the struggles of individuals living within it.  The American situation that places such burdens on the individuals within it Infinite Jest seeks to liberate its characters from their particular bounds of politicized addiction.  The novel’s methods will engage “all the Yankee-ingenious irony that attends true resurrections”[footnoteRef:79] in its effort to revive an American nation that is crumbling by reviving the individuals living within it. [79:  Infinite Jest 415] 



II.  Speaking in Tongues:  The Theology of Linguistics in Wallace’s Alcoholics Anonymous
Within the organization of Alcoholics Anonymous, Infinite Jest restrains the verbal and cultural chaos, the excess and compulsion that in large part define the rest of the novel.  Wallace’s presentation of AA does so by consciously reinstilling simple and familiar words and phrases with new, deep meaning capable of combating the no-longer-trustworthy languages of jargon or intellectualism.  AA provides a rare static gripping point in a text as protean as Infinite Jest.  As it is, itself, uniquely anchored with solidity in the world of the novel, it works to reanchor language – English and faux-Quebecois being forces that are running themselves ragged throughout the rest of the novel – using performative and collective repetitions and emphatic Empathy.  New meanings come about in AA in a manner that fuses religious, linguistic, and social rituals and recitations to escape the dangerous forces of the novel’s world.  In broad terms, these evils are excess individualism on one hand and a domineering nationalism on the other.  These new meanings are necessary as a counterweight to O.N.A.N.  They are the true Qur’anic revelation of the novel, as opposed to the glamorous Entertainment.  The Qur’an is a text that grounded the Arabic language as a whole, and whose recitation extends beyond native speakers of Arabic – which is, even as a spoken tongue in the present day, a language fractured by diglossia – and incorporates the much broader Muslim world.  The term for the community of Muslims is ummah, and the ummah’s creation across bounds of nation or language is an objective of the Qur’an stated within the Qur’an.  Comprehension of the Qur’an is not as emphatic, as liturgically central to the ummah as the bare ritual recitation.  It is in fact refuted; there is the zahir i.e. “apparent” or “exoteric” and the batin i.e. “hidden” or “esoteric,” and the innermost meanings of the Qur’an cannot fit in mortal brains.  Instead, humans are supposed to participate with the actions available to them and commune with God via prayer.  Likewise, Alcoholics Anonymous de-emphasizes the meanings of the clichés that form the basis of its communal interactions in a way that is skeptical of its members’ capacity to truly understand them.  The clichés are more meaningful in the way they are practiced and allow for other meanings to be exchanged between community members.
I hope to clearly demonstrate the convergence of language and faith in Infinite Jest as a means of penetrating the artificial and draconian boundaries of nationalism, spectation, and drug cultures, which the novel presents as the alternative forms of communal formation.  I will be relying heavily on the theoretical work of Anderson and Dimock.  The existing criticism on Infinite Jest will come into play.  The novel has fortunately opened itself up to wide linguistic scholarship.  Hal Incandenza is fond of referencing the 6th edition Oxford English Dictionary in full etymological detail, after all, and faux-Quebecois makes the text bi-lingual to a degree.  That’s not to mention the colossally expansive version of English presented within the novel, including the most intimately located of slangs and the most erudite of medical jargons and everything in between.  The scholarship on the moral and spiritual questions within the novel has unfortunately tended to emphasize philosophical entries into Infinite Jest to the exclusion of the religious entries except in tangential form (particularly in connection with Kierkegaard and Hobbes),[footnoteRef:80] which denies the emphatic suspicion the novel bears toward the articulation and intellectualism inherent in philosophical discussion. This is not to say that the prior scholarship on philosophical underpinnings of Infinite Jest has been unwarranted.  The text is rife with references, both implicit and explicit to philosophy.  Plato, Hobbes, Giles, Nietzsche, and a laundry list of others are name-checked.  There’s a bar called “The Unexamined Life,” after all, which prompts the Socratic associations of intoxication being “not worth living.”[footnoteRef:81]  The novel’s suspicion is as to whether the forces of intellectualism and articulation are trustworthy as foundational human realities.  The value the narrative places on explicitly inarticulate and uneducated voices is key to understanding the manner in which is circumvents its own intellectualism.  It is really the exclusivity of intellectual discourse and dialogue in the novel that prompts the novel to trace a more religious and inclusive path through its language obsession.  Such a path is traced most compassionately through Alcoholics Anonymous and its attendant clichés. [80:  Hayles, Boswell, and Kaiser have each done a bang-up job of writing on these topics and have all cited each other]  [81:  Which bar has its most lengthy appearance in n. 67 pp. 996-997] 


i.  A People United:  Narrative as Flawed National Project and Language as Practice becoming Humans in Communion
As demonstrated in the previous section, O.N.A.N. is a nation that is grappling for means of defining itself, just as its citizens are undergoing the same struggle.  Benedict Anderson wrote of the role of the novel in constructing a nationalized narrative using individualized characters in his Imagined Communities. The central concept of Anderson’s touchstone analysis of the amorphous concept of nationalism is that the nation is “imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”[footnoteRef:82]  The means of national communion are based on language and ritual.  Narrative is a wide-reaching form of this, one present in the twin forces of newspaper and the novel that were the definitive media surrounding the rise of nationalism.  He saw the “’national imagination’ at work in the movement of a solitary hero through a sociological landscape of a fixity that fuses the world inside the novel with the world outside.”[footnoteRef:83] The traditions of nationalism depend upon singular narrative as a means of artificially representing a nation as a single entity, a protagonist charging through an artificially linear formation of history that becomes plot.  The idealized citizen that embodies a nation’s self-image displaces the vast majority of even the smallest nation’s actual citizens and residents from positions wherein they are able to speak or represent themselves.  The classical unity between solipsized Western narrative and nationalism in the style Benedict Anderson pointed out is something Infinite Jest strives to abandon and replace with a new formation of community.  However, as a novel, Infinite Jest cannot totally escape from the traditions of print media or fiction.  It depends on its own form of imagined unity.  Fittingly, the characters in the novel are desperate for community but suspicious of most of the forms available to them, whether nationalized or narcotized.   [82:  Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communities 6]  [83:  Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communities 30.  This passage is in reference to the colonial Mexican novel The Itching Parrot by José Joaquin Fernandez de Lizardi as a quintessential individualized national narrative.] 

Addiction, or the broader terminology of self-escape as I have already defined it with the aid of Baumeister, is an ultimate form of excess individualism.  As one addict expresses it, “everything looks like a movie when I got real drunk.”[footnoteRef:84]  Addiction is a means of converting the individual participant in life into a spectator upon it.  In Infinite Jest, it represents the entrusting of personal wants with the operation of the whole self in a world in which desires can no longer be trusted.  Infinite Jest’s distrust and even embodiment of Will as a separate entity from the self, referred to as the Spider, illustrates a desire to overcome the excess emphasis on individuality as glorified in the Humanist, Nationalist, Western tradition, particularly that of the young nation of America.  Don Gately, the physically expansive oral-narcotics addict, reformed burglar, and our tour guide through most of the Alcoholics Anonymous sections of the novel,[footnoteRef:85] has to “Ask For Help from something he still didn’t believe in, ask for his own sick Spider-bit will to be taken from him and fumigated and squished.”[footnoteRef:86] The individual participant is in mortal peril of himself, including delusions about her own faith.  Will or Desire leads to trouble, because it leads to destruction in a world in which the self has been unsustainably burdened with the perilous outside forces of O.N.A.N., like advertising, addiction, and entertainment.  Gately’s intellectual lack of faith in a higher power is itself unimportant relative to his need to kneel toward one.   [84:  Infinite Jest 532]  [85:  At least, those sections involved in the overall plot arc]  [86:  Wallace, David Foster Infinite Jest 360] 

The ills of nationalized O.N.A.N. and individualized citizens are linked, Gemini problems of society within Infinite Jest.  The “benign anarchy”[footnoteRef:87] of Alcoholics Anonymous and, particularly, Ennet House Drug Rehabilitation and Halfway House [sic], is the only proffered escape to both ills because it reassembles both what constitutes an individual and the way in which individuality is considered as a component of a broader whole.  Critics have identified this much already in conversation about the novel.[footnoteRef:88]   However, the particular linguistic method and explicitly religious functions of Alcoholics Anonymous has not received due scholarship.  Wallace uses language as both a means to and metaphor for social cohesion through shared faith.  By reconstituting a language outside of the social settings of O.N.A.N. or the endless malignant communions around drug cultures – from the somewhat endearing “Gaudeamus Igitus” of a drunken mock-apocalypse among the young tennis players of the Enfield Academy[footnoteRef:89] to the execution of a Dilaudid-binged Gene Fackelman before garbage bags of cheap weed and broken bottles of Jack Daniels that closes out the novel – Alcoholics Anonymous presents a benign means of transcending those dangerous traditional communal bounds.  AA does so by creating a different dialect, one formulated around clichés that allow for readily available shared comprehension.  It needs to do so to fill the loss of communal activity that any former addict undertakes when they quit their substance.  Drugs and violence are a means of communal formation for the characters in the novel but they fail because they actually are the furthest extent of individual pursuit of individual interest, which are traditional American values.  The irrational relationship between the rituals of AA and the sobriety that follows them, the causality of which relationship is explicitly undermined, is the only power capable of reforming nationalism into more honest community and is the only pen capable of rewriting protagonism into a more honest expression of the communally-lived life that defines the human experience.  It is human language, our ability to pass information on from one person to the next to cultivate a broader body of human experience that can grow over time that marks our real power as a species. [87:  Wallace Infinite Jest 356]  [88:  See Freudenthal’s conclusions about Anti-Interiority, and especially Wilson Kaiser’s Post-Humanism theory.  Marshall Boswell’s incorporation of Kierkegaard’s Christian philosophy in his discussion of Infinite Jest comes closest (pp. 160)]  [89:  Infinite Jest 321.  The “Gaudeamus Igitur” subtitle under the date and time of the section is an ironic allusion to a classic collegiate carpe-diem drinking song. ] 

The confines of individuality or Western nationalism are parallel and related in that they demand discrete boundaries between blurry lines.  The distinction of the individual will from the associative ties that the act of living places upon an individual is a boundary that is not as cohesive, as impermeable, as it is comfortable to believe.  Individual desires can never be totally self-formed or self-reliant.  Similarly, the distinction between nations and the experience of the border establishes a deceptively concrete barrier between peoples who interact in intricate ways across and within those boundaries.  Anderson’s idea of nationalism is that it is a force that is real in proportion to the faith in the nation held by the communal participants therein.  It is impossible to dismiss nationalism as a force upon reality, but pointing to forces that penetrate the barriers between nations, as well as the confined individuality of the autonomous human being can help to restrict and maybe even override the destructive nature of nationalism.  Alongside this project, classical Liberalism and Humanism require a check on the supreme value placed on the individual human being.  While the terms “Liberalism” and “Humanism” have relatively positive connotations in our world today as forces that combat say, fascism, the discreteness they propose in their treatment of human relations i.e. that a person’s self-will can be truly independent is a deception that allows for the continued delusion that the nation can exist as its own solitary unit.  Both of these analogically bound barriers around human identity demand perforation, diffusion, and escape.  Wai Chee Dimock identified several of the forces that function on temporal scales she termed “deep time” and broader reaches than the nation-state:  “World religions, for one, invite us to think of the world’s populations as a locally inflected and yet globally connected unit.  The morphology of language, especially a language as diverse and dispersed as English, likewise presents us with an array of vernaculars, creolized forms developed through centuries and spread across continents.”[footnoteRef:90]  She goes on to include forces like beauty, death, the epic, and the novel as likewise capable of operating as transcendent human experience that can challenge the bounded reality. Infinite Jest uses a synthesis of these forces to challenge bounds within itself as text and to impel the experience of reading the novel to become one of similar perforation for the external readers. [90:  Dimock, Wai Chee Through Other Continents 5] 

The world of Alcoholics Anonymous escapes from the trajectory of the singular narrative and the Humanist duty to the individual to become something larger and more incorporative.  Gately conveys to new residents of Ennet House “a truly great thing about AA:  they can’t kick you out.  You’re In if you say you’re In.”[footnoteRef:91]  The community of AA is the only one that can take in every single human being who is willing to exert the single effort of proclaiming their memberships.  This results in a drastically diverse collective body.  We see from the eyes of a new entrant upon Ennet House the shock of encountering the chaotic human jetsam of  [91:  Infinite Jest 352] 

twenty-one other newly detoxed housebreakers, hoods, whores, fired execs, Avon ladies, subway musicians, beer-bloated construction workers, vagrants, indignant car salesmen, bulimic trauma-mamas, bunko artists, mincing pillow-biters, North End hard guys, pimply kids with electric nose-rings, denial-ridden housewives and etc., all jonesing and head-gaming and mokus and grieving and basically whacked out and producing nonstopping output 24-7-365.[footnoteRef:92] [92:  Infinite Jest 273] 

The effort of “Coming In” is one that is not bounded and, as such, Ennet House welcomes anyone who can abide by its simple creeds.  This seemingly paradoxical fusion of individual liberty and communal pre-eminence is accomplished via AA’s de-individualized forms of participation that is free of the burdens of will or even name and, thus, protagonism.  In anonymity of story and desperation for sobriety, the threads of Infinite Jest’s voices approach the Dimockian realm of deep time.  By forming a new, basic vocabulary that anyone can understand though few can accept, AA stands as a community that can create an infinite chorus across cultural boundaries that impose muteness.  
By having the infinite desire for Substance – in AA, narcotics, but elsewhere, any of the compulsive behaviors of which no character is free – as a constant and reliable enemy, AA’s voices are able to unite in a non-destructive species of Us vs. Them situation.  Us vs. Thems are very familiar within national narratives, as demonstrated by O.N.A.N.’s stated need to create a post-Soviet, post-Jihadist enemy.  The difference is, AA presents this circling of wagons an Us vs. Me.  Hence the persistent capitalization of “Out There” and “Come In” as the two places in the world.  “Out There” is the unsafe foreign land of personal desire.  AA is continuously suspicious of such personal desire, lived out alone on neutral turf.  As one long-term AA member cryptically threatens, “Do exactly what pleases you – if you still trust what seems to please you.”[footnoteRef:93]  Similarly, the persistent image of a satanic smiley-face[footnoteRef:94] that represents narcotics eventually coming undone “to reveal centerless eyes and a ravening maw […] it’s you, the Substance has devoured or replaced and become you.”[footnoteRef:95]  Also, hence why AA can operate as a “benign anarchy.” The infinite voices of AA, coming from across the world, from various races,[footnoteRef:96] and across the economic strata, are able to unite in opposition to their own Selfs.  Though all the speakers we encounter participate in AA communicate through English, they emphasize the diffuseness of the language, the language of this very paper.  Unlike the language of this paper, they are allowed to “violate” the regulations of discourse expected of the language and demonstrate the dialectical diversity of the vast incorporative lexicon of the unwieldy, broad word “English.”  The way in which the English language becomes a more welcoming shtetl in AA is a parallel project to its process of expanding a newly infinite human community. [93:  Wallace Infinite Jest 356]  [94:  The smiley-face symbol appears in a fantasy of Gately’s during AA harvesting all those who cease kneeling (359), on the initial cartridge of Infinite Jest received by the Near Eastern Medical Attache (36), on the face of a Quebecois terrorist (487), and as the way a skull and crossbones of warning that Gately tries to draw turns out for the Pakistani MD as the latter is trying to convince the former to accept narcotics (887), among other places]  [95:  Wallace Infinite Jest 347]  [96:  Including the infamous section in which the narrative takes on a disembodied and somewhat uncomfortable passage of ebonics pp. 37-38] 

That AA forms its community in terms that are explicitly religious is neither accident nor coincidence.  An addict’s use of drugs is referred to as a “Black Mass” while the long-sober “Crocodiles” of Boston AA seem to Gately to “rule by some unspoken shamanistic fiat.”[footnoteRef:97]  Yet AA is not overtly dogmatic and more regularly operates by the use of cliché like the above notions of “Out There” and “Come In,” or the recurrence of the famous Serenity Prayer, which does not get explicated in the novel though it is routinely referenced by AA’s members, for whom the term “Serenity” has taken on its own meaning.  If language and religion are both sites of “deep time,” their meeting within Alcoholics Anonymous invites a metastatically expansive concept of human association within a fusion of linguistic and ritual activity.  In undertaking that project, AA pushes Infinite Jest into territory outside the Humanism that dominated Western art from the Renaissance until today and which was intimately related to the excessive investment of duty with the individual and the nation.  The characters in Alcoholics Anonymous tell stories without the goal of entertaining or impressing.  Their anonymity – with some of the drug narratives surfacing and resubmerging without any firm reference points – allows these narratives to become part of a whole community that is the book.   [97:  Wallace Infinite Jest 347, 354] 

The labor of reading the book through its labyrinthine structure, anti-narrativism, and inconclusiveness incorporates the reader into the novel’s community in a parallel way to the way in which the AA meetings create empathy and survival.  The refutation of narrative traditions, including some basic rules of English grammar, makes reading Infinite Jest a surreal and challenging experience but that is part of the challenge of reassembling community.  As Marshall Boswell phrased it, “In doing that ‘linguistic work,’ Wallace and his reader become a community where meaning is made.”[footnoteRef:98]  In the self-conscious formation of a community around the words of AA and, analogically, the distinctly insular language of the novel as a whole, Infinite Jest takes on the role of scripture in the Qur’anic tradition.  As mentioned before, the Qur’an is a work that laid down the basis for the Arabic tongue in a manner that allows for continued Muslim unity across languages, dialects, and nations today.  The addict residents of Ennet House Drug Rehabilitation and Halfway House [sic] live inside of repeated phrases that take on new communal meaning based on the humility of their recitation and allow them to interact and remain sober. The basic function of the recurring typo in the name of Ennet House that demands the appearance of [sic] after its mention in the text is evidence of the willingness of the novel to violate traditional rules of writing in an effort to form an environmental bubble.  Alcoholics Anonymous is a self-conscious sort of religio-communal linguistic formation, rejecting narrativized conceptions of individualism in favor of a new, objectivized self, safe from the twin evils of the O.N.A.N.ized world when armed with new words and fellow addicts/believers who can understand them. [98:  Boswell, Marshall.  Understanding David Foster Wallace 121] 

The role of religion in understanding Infinite Jest’s linguistic interest is not strictly non-denominational.  Alcoholics Anonymous is undeniably the spiritual heart of the novel, and that program operates free of explicitly stated deities and only demands that each participant find a “Higher Power.”  As the role of language and literature in the novel is expansive in the Dimockian, trans-national sense, so we might also look to Dimock’s views on Islam as a force of interhemispheric connection.  Dimock saw American hemispherism as an expanded version of the Monroe Doctrine,[footnoteRef:99] which could very well be seen as a precedent for Wallace’s O.N.A.N.[footnoteRef:100] Dimock used Islam as a counter weight to the extension of ideas of Western exceptionalism inherent in identifying a special and discrete hemispheric culture in the Americas, of which project the Monroe Doctrine is an archetypal declaration.  By virtue of its hyper-literate and widely expansive natures, Islam provides a firm basis for the numerous means of escaping the bounded nationalisms of the West by providing cross-cultural language that welcomes vernacular variations under an umbrella of ritual language and acts.  Not to mention the value of the Qur’an as a proto-typical text conscious of itself as a book and which enforces its own artistry as a component of the message.  The Qur’an provides a template for the use of expansive, self-conscious, and highly original language that is also deeply referential in the creation of a new community from the manipulation of symbols of various old communities, all of which descriptions work for Infinite Jest.  Anderson noted the particularly function of Islamic ritual in preserving international discourse:   [99:  The statement by which the United States submitted its military primacy over the whole of the Americas, with any attack upon a New World country by a nation of the Old World would be regarded as an attack upon the United States itself]  [100:  Dimock, Wai Chee “Hemispheric Islam:  29-30] 

The Berber encountering the Malay before the Kaaba must, as it were, ask himself:  ‘Why is this man doing what I am doing, uttering the same words that I am uttering, even though we can not talk to one another?’  There is only one answer, once one has learnt it:  ‘Because we… are Muslims’[footnoteRef:101] [101:  Anderson, Benedict Imagined Communitites 54] 

Or, as the Qur’an itself points out about its people in regard to their position and the changing of the Qiblah from Jerusalem to Mecca, “Unto Allah belong the East and the West. He guideth whom He will unto a straight path./Thus We have appointed you a middle nation, that ye may be witnesses against mankind.”[footnoteRef:102]  The Islamic understanding of religion inherently involves issues of geography and political presence that so plague the backgrounds of Infinite Jest while remaining a force that seeks to escape those backgrounds. [102:  Surat al-Baqarah 21:142-143 trans Pickthall.  The word for “middle” is often translated as “just,” a duo meaning of which neither need be wrong and which suggests a pleasantly international basis for the notion of justice] 

The distinction between secular and faith-based ritual is always a tenuous one.  You can identify the role of faith in motivating a communal arrangement in something as seemingly mundane as a Star Trek convention.  The explicit images of Islamism, Arabism, and the broader Muslim world likewise implicate a particularly Islam-informed understanding of communal ritual and linguistic formation in Infinite Jest, an understanding corroborated by the Orientalization of Quebec.  The transmigration of terrorism in the novel from its real-world[footnoteRef:103] associations with the Middle East to the newly third-worldized Quebec under O.N.A.N. rule resonates with an understanding of Islam as a means to perforate boundaries.  I refer, once again, to the migratory career of the Near Eastern Medical Attaché between Montreal and the Ruba’ al-Khali as further evidence.  As the Qur’an was an addendum upon and even an accumulation of earlier scriptures and fables into a consciously literate, explicitly linguistic force designed to cross barriers, Infinite Jest functions as an addendum upon and revision of earlier scripture, whether religious, philosophical, nationalized, or televised.  This was accomplished through revision of classic American culture alongside the presence of prior religions in reforged format.  For examples of the former, see the engorged hamsters stampeding like buffalo through the southwest Concavity/Convexity (specifically, where the city of Buffalo used to be), all descended from a pair of hamsters named after the parents in Leave it to Beaver.[footnoteRef:104]  For examples of the latter as infused and corrupted with national forces, see the preceding section of this thesis.  Through its Qur’anic will to revise history and rewrite time itself, Infinite Jest produces its own protracted language within and without itself.  Alcoholics Anonymous is the force that most powerfully does so.   [103:  “Real” in the sense that it is a troubling and repeated media ritual of automatically translating violence done by Muslims into acts of terror]  [104:  Wallace, David Foster Infinite Jest 93] 


ii. Incantation:  Miracle Word, as basis for Communal Speech and The Irrationality/Supernaturality of AA. 
The historic entity of Alcoholics Anonymous began in 1935 under the leadership of Bill Wilson (or Bill W.).  In a letter between Carl Jung and Wilson, Jung described the addiction of a shared acquaintance as participating in a doomed spiritual quest:  “His craving for alcohol was the equivalent, on a low level, of the spiritual thirst of our being for wholeness, expressed in medieval language:  the union with God.  How could one formulate such an insight in a language that is not misunderstood in our days?”[footnoteRef:105]  The establishment of a broad language to formulate a unity is deeply buried within the history of Alcoholics Anonymous and tied to its spiritual mission.  Wai Chee Dimock pulled Islam as a force of deep time and intercontinental breadth in her essay on “Hemispheric Islam.”[footnoteRef:106]  Dimock’s central assumption is that America’s sense of its own consolidated borders and resistance to such alien influence is the foolhardy assumption of a young nation.  An incorporative and temporally sprawling novel can challenge a consolidated nation.  [105:  Jung, Carl, Dr. Letter to Bill Wilson.  30 Jan. 1961.  Zurich, Switzerland]  [106:  Though Dimock really dropped the ball in talking about the Islamicism of Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle” story without identifying the reference to the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, Surat al-Kahf 18:7-26] 

In its ascension from traditional bounds as a novel, Infinite Jest abides by the same terminology that Norman O. Brown leveled when he expressed the relationship between Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake and the Qur’an: “The book is not about something, it’s about the mystery of the book.  Or rather it is the mystery of the book.”[footnoteRef:107]  Joyce’s recreation of language and reassembly of fable struck Brown as a Qur’anic project.  Yet his claim of what the book is about is itself limiting.  The Qur’an, from the perspective of Islam, is a compressed version of the universe or a parallel creation, full of ayat.[footnoteRef:108]  Likewise, Infinite Jest creates a world within itself that is dependent on the signs of the surrounding world, except alongside the use of the sun, the moon, and the stars which I will get to in the final section of analysis, the novel looks to billboards and television as referents from which to depart.  The goal of the novel is not the same as the Qur’an.  But it is in its representation of post-addiction reassembly of both self and community that Infinite Jest best works as detox scripture.  In recreating a world for the self of the addict, it is necessary to retain the signs of the old world.  In recreating a world for the addicted community of the whole of O.N.A.N., the same principle applies.  In its refutation of self-escape methods, most obviously drugs, the novel tries to sincerely represent a break with the individualizing forces preceding it.  If the compulsions and addictions that define so much of the novel are the solipsizing or nationalizing forces they seem to be, Infinite Jest’s refutation of them, particularly in AA, are scriptural reform.  This involves narrative, nation, and self, which are very big issues that I will do my best to consolidate and restrain from a collapse into mystical mumbo-jumbo.  At the same time, Infinite Jest is a novel that demands itself be read in big terms, so it seems inappropriate and quixotic to confine its analysis to the bite-sized.  [107:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam:  The Prophetic Tradition 50]  [108:  Recall, the Arabic double entendre of what we could call “verses” falling under the same name by which the Qur’an refers to the sun, the moon, and the stars, “signs”] 

In the presentation of a universe without the strand of conclusive narrative except for those referenced only in passing – as the Qur’an does with prior folklore and Judeo-Christian stories and Infinite Jest does with American T.V. shows and celebrities – the two Books craft worlds that seek to overcome the expectations of receiving a plot and instead demand from the reader a reception of new worlds in the form of words.  The formation and intrusion of words is a more basic means of understanding the symbolic force of both texts.  The evidence of the wraith of James Incandenza’s being a real foreign entity and not a hallucination of Don Gately’s consciousness is not in the can of Coca-Cola the wraith fetches from China, but in the intrusion of foreign words into Gately’s consciousness:  “with roaring and unwilled force, comes the term PIROUETTE, in caps, which term Gately knows for a fact he doesn’t have any idea what it means and no reason to be thinking it with roaring force, so the sensation is not only creepy but somehow violating, a sort of lexical rape.”[footnoteRef:109]  You might level the accusation of “lexical rape” the novel’s willingness to penetrate its own telling with footnotes and neologisms.  This episode is a further example of James Incandenza’s intrusions into the plot of Infinite Jest behaving as revelation; the appearance of words to Gately is a miraculous occurrence.  The occurrence of the distinctly Qur’anic metaphor of the “breathing dawn”[footnoteRef:110] that strikes Gately alongside the wraith’s appearance in reference to the wraith’s temporal perception making them drop “by to watch Gately’s chest rise and fall at the rate of the sun”[footnoteRef:111] particularly calls upon the Qur’anic referent.  But the importance of the acquisition of new words as their own form of miracle goes beyond their position as evidence of the sincere supernaturalness of the wraith. [109:  Wallace, David Foster Infinite Jest 832]  [110:  i.e. Surat al-Takwir 81:18 “I swear[…] by the dawn when it breathes” trans. Sahih International]  [111:  Wallace, David Foster Infinite Jest 883] 

 I have already commented on the Qur’an’s investment in occupying internal compulsive space verbally, particularly with prayer.  The act of revelation is, likewise, one embedded with external compulsive force as best exemplified by the forceful presence of Jibril in the production of the first revelation with physical weight upon Muhammad’s chest and the command “Recite/Read! In the name of your Lord.”[footnoteRef:112] That first revelation created a space of compelled artistic production worthy of contrast to the Near Eastern Medical Attaché’s space of dependent artistic reception.  However, I have not yet mentioned importance of the text of the Qur’an in establishing a language based self-consciously around such compelled ritual.  Fundamental to the nature of the Qur’an is the concept that the Word is the primary miracle of Islam.  There are miracles attributed Muhammad – mostly in Hadiths, interestingly – but he is not revered for turning water into wine; Muhammad was never invested in the sort of supernatural power that both Christianity and Islam attribute to Jesus, or those two faiths take for granted as validating the prophets of Judaism.  Muhammad was a vessel for the reception of the Word:  a messenger.  This was the basis of a fascinating ability to eternally share and produce the sole miracle of Islam, accessible only in Arabic.  As Infinite Jest’s addicts learn, Substance cannot be infinite, any more than a jest can be.  Words can be.  One commentator noted that “Qur’anic recitation resembles the Catholic Eucharist,”[footnoteRef:113] which represents the replacement of the consumption of the miracle of Christ’s Body as bread and wine with the internalizing of Allah’s Word.  In other words, Substance, as capitalized in Wallace’s Alcoholics Anonymous, is replaced with Words.   [112:  Surat al-‘Alaq 96:1]  [113:  Cragg The Event of the Qur’an 55] 

The Qur’an was the first widely produced written text in Arabic, the foundational piece of Arabic literature, and the most widely studied work for students of the language’s grammar.  In its own words, “This Quran is a flawless reading text in the Arabic language. Perhaps they will have fear of God.”[footnoteRef:114]  It is, on these several fronts, the foundational text for a language that would otherwise never have spread to be the common native tongue from Morocco to Iraq and which lives as ritual performance world-wide by Muslims.  By demanding its own repetition and insisting on itself as scripture in a way unprecedented in the Abrahamic tradition, the Qur’an became a synthesis of previously accumulated knowledge on how communities are formed, more self-consciously so than were its preceding scriptures.  It was able to act as a streamlined force within the goal of forming a new people by compelling them all to Recite. [114:  Surat al-Zumar 39:28 trans. Muhammad Sarwar] 

The cultural self-image of Arabs about their pre-Islamic ancestors is remarkably bleak.  The term for the time period is “Jahilliya,” or, roughly, “Time of Ignorance.”  Such a self-denigrating view of Arab identity prior to Muhammad is highly enduring and not exclusive to orthodox Islamic understandings of history. The introduction of scripture created an identity both ethnic and transcendent of ethnicity.  Indeed, the Qur’an’s status as a linguistic unifier, the first work of Arabic literature to be widely disseminated cannot be underestimated within even the most secular of understandings of Arab history.  The Qur’an was a tool of communal fusion into unity, transcending the blood feuds of the Arab tribes and the three hundred gods of the Ka’aba.[footnoteRef:115]  Such divided bonds are replaced in the Qur’an by the project of the ummah,[footnoteRef:116] a trans-national community bound by their collective dedication to not just the law of the Qur’an, but the words and language therein.  The ummah depended on the reincorporation of prior figures to the name of Muslim; in Surat al-‘Anbiya (the Prophets), a small catalogue of prophets is undertaken, explicitly wrapping them into the encircling community of Islam and finally declaring “Lo! this, your ummah, is one ummah, and I am your Lord, so worship Me./And they have broken their religion (into fragments) among them, (yet) all are returning unto Us.”[footnoteRef:117]  Shortly after that passage, the threat of the day of judgment is invoked in explicitly literate, even serialized terms of the universe:  “The Day when We will fold the heaven like the folding of a [written] sheet for the records. As We began the first creation, We will repeat it. [That is] a promise binding upon Us. Indeed, We will do it.”[footnoteRef:118]  The vision is of a universe that is incorporative as scripture and endlessly revisable.  The world is God’s literature.  “The emergence of Islam from the previous monotheisms was the religious making of a people and the popular taking of a faith in one of history’s most fascinating partnerships.”[footnoteRef:119]  The emergence of a unified identity from the literary work of the Qur’an, which was itself a project that synthesized the previous Abrahamic religions into a non-narrative scripture, is one of the most fascinating and successful projects in literary history. [115:  The origin of Mecca’s prestige and wealth in the early Arab world was as the host to the Ka’aba, a site of pagan worship and, according to Islamic history, taxed by the Quraish tribe.  The gods were individualized, and the opposition to this economic and localized approach to divinity is a large part of Islam’s fixation on the tawhid or unity of God.]  [116:  Traditionally translated into English as “nation,” but that’s a word that belongs in English to precisely the sort of associative nexus from which Islam seeks detachment.  The word Sha’b would be more appropriate for a nation or people of common ancestry or geography, though the Arabic for the United Nations, for example, uses the plural form of ummah, to become al-umum al-mutahida, though this is, once again, supra-national. ]  [117:  Surat al-‘Anbiya, 21:93-94, trans. Pickthall, though the word ummah is returned where he had written “religion,” though the broken “religion” in 94 is more literally rendered as “matter,” Arabic amr.]  [118:  Surat al-‘Anbiya, 21:104 Sahih International Trans.  For other reference to the apocalypse as publication, see Surat al-Takwir 81:10]  [119:  Cragg, Kenneth The Event of the Qur’an 62] 

The Qur’anic parallels of community and reference incorporated into literature provide a template for understanding Infinite Jest’s detox.  As the Qur’an spends a great deal of its time invoking and overcoming prior referents, it is appropriate that at least some of Infinite Jest’s predecessors are understood.  In Infinite Jest, there is an essay written by a young Hal Incandenza relating to the progression of heroism from the “B.S.” 1970s to the 1980s through the lenses of the shows “Hawaii Five-0” and “Hill Street Blues.”  The heroes of both, Chief Steve McGarrett in the first and Captain Frank Furillo in the second, illustrate the difference between the hero of action in the first and a hero of re-action, which Hal’s essay refer to as the “Modernist” and “Postmodernist” hero, respectively.[footnoteRef:120] The follow-up concept is that Hal theorizes the “Post-Postmodern hero” who will be the hero of inaction:  catatonia.   Such a situation foreshadows the end situation of Don Gately, who is immobile and mute from gunshot.  It is reasonable to extend this situation to Hal as well; though his final situation is not really catatonia.  However, to any outside viewer, Hal would seem effectively catatonic, as he is complete unable to express himself as a sentient being to the world.  By establishing itself as post-postmodern in this way, Infinite Jest creates a demand for itself to both incorporate its predecessors of Modernism and Postmodernism in order to defy them.  Infinite Jest is almost a compendium of symbology from existing literature.  As it establishes discourse within Alcoholics Anonymous, it converses with other media outside of its own pages.  [120:  Wallace Infinite Jest 140-142] 

Above all, Infinite Jest is an anti-individualist book.  That is not to say it is against the individual, but rather, against the dominance of the power of the discrete individual entity. That is not just the realm of the Modernist Individual represented by McGarrett, above, who is a hero of action.  Individualism is also presented in the less obviously solipsized traditions of intellectualism and logic.  Infinite Jest loves to pummel the individual’s ability to Reason, to Logic, and to Solve using his or her own head, a pummeling that gets dramatized within AA.  Logic, like Will, is an object of suspicion within Infinite Jest, because it is so thoroughly contaminated by forces like advertising and addiction that commandeer Logic and Will out of the bays of the individual’s own interests.  Alcoholics Anonymous explicitly avoids engaging with them:  
[W]hen [Gately] realized the various Substances he didn’t used to be able to go a day without absorbing hadn’t even like occurred to him in almost a week, Gately hadn’t felt so much grateful or joyful as just plain shocked.  The idea that AA might actually somehow work unnerved him.  He suspected some sort of trap.  Some new sort of trap.  At this stage he and the other Ennet residents who were still there and starting to snap to the fact that AA might work began to sit around together late at night going batshit together because it seemed to be impossible to figure out just how AA worked.  It did, yes, tentatively seem maybe actually to be working, but Gately couldn’t for the life of him figure out how just sitting on hemorrhoid-hostile folding chairs every night looking at nose-pores and listening to clichés could work.  Nobody’s ever been able to figure AA out, is another binding commonality.[footnoteRef:121] [121:  Wallace Infinite Jest 349] 

The nonsensical occurrence of sobriety, defiant of explanation, logic, or causality that an individual can provide, is instead the product of the community of AA and itself a participant in that community as a “binding commonality.”  Sobriety is riddled with plot holes.  It is in shared awe of the process of sobriety that the addicts are able to attain that sobriety.  Elsewhere, it is stated more succinctly that AA “literally makes no sense.”[footnoteRef:122]  The long-sober members, termed Crocodiles in Infinite Jest, become cavalier about their capacity to handle the irrational.  “You ask the scary old guys How AA Works and they smile their chilly smiles and say Just Fine.” The length of their sobriety is similarly referred to as “geologic,” implying that they have achieved a weird transcendence of their own humanness to create their sobriety as an environmental fact. [footnoteRef:123]  AA’s power is one in forming environments.  Its creation of a zone of sobriety for addicts parallels the irrational but totally necessary social tool of language and, in fact, produces sobriety through the creation of its own language in cliché.   [122:  Wallace Infinite Jest 357]  [123:  Wallace Infinite Jest 350] 

Language is a base-line means by which humans escape themselves.  In orienting itself towards empathy, language is a more reliable form of escape than the others presented in Infinite Jest.  However, Wallace was aware of how thoroughly contaminated intellectualized and individualized language had become with the very forces of self-involvement that are demonized in the novel.  Postmodern approaches to language had, for Wallace, been sapped of the underlying goal of connection in favor of expression.  As with narcotics and entertainment, the hunger for traditional articulation in the sense of command of specialized linguistic registers proves, in Infinite Jest to be infinite and insatiable. Stephen Burn compared the novel’s encyclopedic effort in the lineage of Pynchon, Gaddis, and McElroy’s vast recursive novels, but noted that Infinite Jest consciously fails in that effort.  “Infinite Jest’s fundamental process is to seek exhaustive accounts, and to dramatize the accumulation of information, but most of these efforts (like Hal’s attempt to list everything blue in the headmaster’s waiting room [508]) prove empty and futile exercises.”[footnoteRef:124]  The chronologically final muteness of Hal, who is addicted to one-hitters and solitude and who appears to have the Oxford English Dictionary committed to memory, corroborates Wallace’s suspicion of intellectualized language and the final value of data as, ultimately, being a dishonest veneer over muteness.  Gately, too, ends up mute and immobilized, but he is still able to live with his values instilled by his language in the form of abiding and refusing narcotics from the maybe-fantasy Pakistani MD.  In that episode, Gately almost descends to a sort of prehistory, trying to write his thoughts out to an outside world when they turn out “cuneiform though, illegible.”[footnoteRef:125]  Hal’s muteness is necessary in order for him to achieve any internality at all, suggesting that his intelligence and articulateness is, itself, the burden. [124:  Burn, Stephen A Reader’s Guide to Infinite Jest p. 28]  [125:  Infinite Jest 885] 

In contrast, the cliché of AA is one that is simply understood but exposes depths.  Once again, the acceptance of their triteness is a symbol of humility:  “Gately reminds himself that he too is probably mostly still clueless, still, even after all these hundreds of days.  ‘I Didn’t Know That I Didn’t Know’ is another of the slogans that looks so shallow for a while and then all of a sudden drops off and deepens like the lobster-waters off the North Shore.”[footnoteRef:126]  The recursiveness, even semi-tautology, of the line “I Didn’t Know That I Didn’t Know” implies the ability to extend that sentiment indefinitely into eternal ignorance:  that I didn’t know that I didn’t know that I didn’t know.  Chomsky identified this recursive feature of language as one of the few universal structures in human cognition.  Though examples have recently come up to dispute that claim to universality, it is important to have this cliché representing that same theme:  once again, infinity, and it is an infinity of human limitation.  Yet it also enables Gately’s monologue to, itself, utilize the cliché “all of a sudden” as a transition into a fresh simile.  His admission of his own ignorance allows him to fetch the figurative image of the North Shore depths from his own origins there.  Such is the power of the cliché as simple literary accomplishment. [126:  Wallace Infinite Jest 271] 

AA’s clichés are explicitly not focused on literary value.  Rather, they are designed to impart a readily accessible language to all participants.  Many commentators on Infinite Jest have noted ways in which the novel seeks to represent a new communal understanding.[footnoteRef:127]  A particularly apparent example of this is how the novel fragments traditional narrative structures.  In explaining the rise of narrative forms over poetics, Jonathan Culler said, “Literary and cultural theory have increasingly claimed cultural centrality for narrative.  Stories, the argument goes, are the main way we make sense of things, whether in thinking of our lives as a progression leading somewhere or in telling ourselves what is happening in the world.”[footnoteRef:128]  Benedict Anderson pinpointed the role of narrative in securing our social understanding of our roles in cultural units as well as the role of print culture in crystalizing the culturally unifying force of language.[footnoteRef:129]  Language, for Anderson, is a personally accessible ambassador across cultural units far too big to ever personally experience i.e. the imagined community.  Most centrally, this community takes the form of a nation in Anderson’s thinking, considering that his focus is on Western European print culture which saw the rise of both mass media and nationalism.  [127:  See Russell, Kaiser, and especially Andrew Warren and Toen Staes both of whose essays focus predominantly on this idea of narrativity as communal act]  [128:  Culler, Jonathan.  Literary Theory:  A Brief Introduction 83]  [129:  See Anderson’s Imagined Communities 44 for more on this concept, particularly in the form “print-capitalism gave a new fixity to language.”  At the conclusion of the same chapter, Anderson notes, also, the weaponized force of print in Turkish and Soviet anti-Arab script campaigns in the beginning of the 20th century.  ] 

Nationalism is not the only place of stories, however.  The stories we tell are representative of whatever community we choose to identify with, in whatever size and from whatever background.  Infinite Jest’s willingness to unhinge point a from point b in its telling, both in atemporal presentation and in leaving certain plot gaps up to the reader’s imagination and intuition to fill, represents a broad attack on older forms of narrative that establish boundaries between who we view as fit subjects for identification.  Older forms of narrative represent older communal expectations wherein the author gives the audience what they want.  One addict, speaking before the Boston AA community, gets the worst treatment the crowd can provide because he inspires their embarrassment:  “The guy’s got the sort of professional background where he’s used to trying to impress gatherings of persons.  He’s dying to be liked up there.  He’s performing.” This speaker fails because he seeks to please, to espouse anything but pure honesty.  He glosses up his telling into irony, saying, “I’m told I’ve been given the Gift of Desperation.  I’m looking for the exchange window,” a line that “commits the subtle but cardinal Message-offense of appearing to deprecate the Program rather than the Self.” [footnoteRef:130]  By trying to ironically distance himself from the Program, he’s breaking apart the interests of the group in favor of the individual interest.  The foundationally Postmodern tool of irony attacks the group interests in favor of the individuals distance from the group, and “An ironist in a Boston AA meeting is a witch in church.”[footnoteRef:131]   The speaker commits a heresy against AA’s basic principles.  The speaker is trying to invoke favor instead of Identification.  Another definition the novel gives us:  “Empathy, in Boston AA, is called Identification,”[footnoteRef:132] and in AA, providing a subject of Identification is the key goal of the speakers-cycle.  It happens best by talking about the worst shit without trying to make it sound cool.  The above speaker is an example of the kind of narrator that would try to write the novel Infinite Jest into a coherent, consumable beginning-middle-end, plot-resolved, heroes’ fates identified, done, audience satisfied.  An Entertainer, in other words.  The novel works in the opposite direction of performative speakers like this, who do not trust that the unvarnished and cluttered truth will be adequate enough to inspire “Identification” from the audience.  While Infinite Jest attacks former standards of communal literature, certain classically beautiful sections of the novel offer a tantalizing what-could-have-been to the more traditional reader, indicating a deliberate reformation of narrative that seeks to entertain in favor of narrative that demands self-less Identification. [130:  Wallace Infinite Jest 367]  [131:  Wallace Infinite Jest 369]  [132:  Wallace Infinite Jest 345] 

Narrative is, after all, just a specialized register of cultural exchange i.e. language.  The refutation of old forms of language in favor of new is inevitably uncomfortable.  Wallace was making a clear attempt to dramatize that discomfort.  From the recurrent “…”, his trademark dialogic representations of silence in the novel, to the phrasing of Maranthe’s question about an American slang term that gives the word its own desires: “what does this U.S.A. expression want to mean, this Buckeroo?”[footnoteRef:133] the novel toys with the identities innate in words and the replacement thereof.  The word has its own desires. [133:  Wallace Infinite Jest 320] 

The investment of words with their own agency is a tricky feat to maintain, but it is crucial to understanding communicative give-and-take between entities, personal and larger, within Infinite Jest.  The word is never the sole property of the speaker.  Katherine Hayles read Infinite Jest as a reduction of individualism in relation to the damaging selfish ecological feedback loop of O.N.A.N.  Of experiments at self-contained environmental formations, she commented, “Individually the agents have limited capacities, but collectively they form a “hive” which operates at a much higher level of intelligence.”[footnoteRef:134]  She goes on to suggest that the individualizing practices of Entertainment in Infinite Jest break down the unity that is necessary for sustainable ecosystems.  The environment of the novel itself, with its buzzing nest of voices both visible and invisible, certainly does end up somewhat hive-like.  As a collective, the voices of Infinite Jest are more intricate and imposing than any of the individual, many of which are resolutely inarticulate or flawed storytellers.  Andrew Warren argued, using Hillis Miller’s work on speech acts, that Infinite Jest constitutes a self-conscious creation of its own internal communities made obvious by the use of “Jargony Argot.”[footnoteRef:135]  The novel’s assimilation of various voices identifies and incorporates those voices by acquiring the specialized knowledge reflected in their words and vocal patterns.   [134:  Hayles, Katherine “The Illusion of Autonomy and the Fact of Recursivity:  Virtual Ecologies, Entertainment, and “Infinite Jest”” 679]  [135:  Warren, Andrew.  “Narrative Modeling and Community Organizing in Infinite Jest and The Pale King.”] 

The use of words by characters serves to emphasize their origins and define them in ways that they cannot necessarily control.  In one of the early passages set at Alcoholics Anonymous, there is an almost-compulsive series of footnotes connecting to the specific terminology of certain speakers.[footnoteRef:136]  Don Gately’s terminology invites several of these footnotes in quick succession, all of which serve to emphasize his status as uneducated and working-class.  Including “Don G.’s North Shore’s vulgate signifier for trite/banal is:  limp.” The follow-up takes the same principal to a more offensive extreme:  “Likewise, that his private term for blacks is niggers, which is unfortunately still all he knows.”[footnoteRef:137]  By invoking such an obviously charged word, probably the single most offensive that exists in the American English of a white character and inverting the victimization of the word to make it evidence of Gately’s own poverty and lack of education, the text removes the utility from the speaker’s internal monologue.  Gately’s inarticulateness demands him become a subject of this reversed dictionary in the novel’s footnotes, a dictionary that takes the words of the novel’s narrative and reasserts it in footnoted Gately-isms.  This is a mirror of Hal Incandenza’s faculty with a dictionary, which goes haywire by the novel’s chronological end.   [136:  Wallace Infinite Jest 1025-6, specifically nn. 132, 135-143, all focused on specific terminology, the juiciest of which is 142, going “The speaker doesn’t actually use the terms thereon, most assuredly, or operant limbic system, though she really had, before, said chordate phylum” ]  [137:  ibid. nn. 141 and 142] 

Hal is always armed with synonyms and etymologies and facts of every kind.  Yet Hal is not the hero Gately is within the text.  Hal is subject to the same addictive nature that Gately is, but Hal’s articulation allows him to avoid the humility necessary to overcome addiction.  As one passage from an early appearance of Ennet House in the text declares, “it is statistically easier for low-IQ people to kick an addiction than it is for high-IQ people.”[footnoteRef:138]  Rephrased from a less authoritative perspective later, “It’s the newcomers with some education that are the worst, according to Gene M.  They identify their whole selves with their head, and the Disease [addiction] makes its command headquarters in the head.”[footnoteRef:139]  Education and articulation are here associated intimately with the basis of addiction itself.  Hal’s introductory/final descent into a phase of solely literary communication conveys to the reader “I believe the influence of Kierkegaard on Camus is underestimated.  I believe Dennis Gabor may very well have been the Antichrist.  I believe Hobbes is just Rousseau in a dark mirror.  I believe, with Hegel, that transcendence is absorption.  I could interface you guys right under the table.”[footnoteRef:140]  Hal’s trying to emphasis his person-hood by intellectualism, and doing so competitively and aggressively.  “Interface you guys right under the table” is a metaphor based on the concept of competitively “drinking one under the table,” innately tying Hal’s verbal power to a form of substance use.  It means that all of his high-minded thoughts come undone when it comes to his actual capacity to change his own thinking.  This is highlighted by the fact that the room of people hearing his little monologue is not experiencing the words of Hal that we, the readers, receive.  Instead, they see a Hal who is having a fit of some sort and have to restrain him in the bathroom. [138:  Wallace Infinite Jest 203]  [139:  Wallace Infinite Jest 272]  [140:  Wallace Infinite Jest 12] 

Gately cannot dance around with jargon or terminology except that which Alcoholics Anonymous imparts upon him and encourages him to use in ritual.  He can just absorb the words given him, words that are given any other character that chooses to enter into AA.  His relationship with the sociology professor/alcohol and sedative addict Geoffrey Day particularly illustrates this, as will be discussed further in the next section.  For the time being, the point is to emphasize the ways in which Infinite Jest, in many ways a definitively erudite and arcane text, also demonstrates a vested interest in welcoming inarticulate participants within itself.  You can tell a lot about a person by how they speak; what, then, can you tell about a novel that speaks in the voices of a lot of people?
The accumulation of voices accomplishes a communal openness that single-voiced narrative cannot do.  A story with a single protagonist from whose eyes the reader sees the world is a story unable to commune.  By accumulating voices in Infinite Jest, Wallace opens up his contained social world.  In a 1999 review of Garner’s Dictionary of Modern American Usage, the Wallace wrote “If words’ and phrases’ meanings depend upon transpersonal rules and those rules on community consensus, then language is not only non-private but also irreducibly public, political, and ideological.”[footnoteRef:141]  The new public as formed in Infinite Jest is an effort to do away with singular narrative forms.  The incorporation of jargony argot is just the preamble to the novel’s creation of various new slangs.  Phrases like “the howling fantods,” “eliminate his map,” and “eat cheese” are invented and processed as a new form of Boston Metro jargon within the novel.  These phrases have power.  One character, Lucien Antitoi, who never learned a native tongue, is unfortunate enough to be unable to participate in dramatic irony owing to his removal from the matrix of social engagement and slang, a fact that is overtly pointed out in the text.  The paraplegic Quebecois terrorist group, Les Assassins des Fauteuils Rollents, robs the Antitoi video store, where both the Cartridge Infinite Jest and the wildly psychedelic DMZ appear and are sold.  The text of the encounter is replete with squeaks, so much so that it comments  “Lucien has been hearing squeaks for several minutes from what he naively like the babe assumed was the door’s upper hinge,”[footnoteRef:142] only to footnote an intrusion of textual information that “Being out of the sociolinguistic loop, L.A. has no way of knowing that ‘To hear the squeak’ is itself the very darkest of contemporary Canada’s euphemisms for sudden and violent de-mapping.”[footnoteRef:143]  The wheelchair-bound robbers cannot interrogate the wordless Antitoi for information, so they ram a broom handle down his throat until he asphyxiates on his own blood, at which time he experiences a resurrection:   [141:  Wallace, David Foster.  “Authority and American Usage” as taken from Consider the Lobster 88]  [142:  Wallace Infinite Jest 484]  [143:  Wallace Infinite Jest 1034 n. 206] 

“Lucien finally dies, rather a while after he’s quit shuddering like a clubbed muskie and seemed to them to die,[footnoteRef:144] as he finally sheds his body’s suit, Lucien finds his gut and throat again and newly whole, clean and unimpeded, and is free, catapulted home over fans and the Convexity’s glass palisades at desperate speeds, soaring north, sounding a bell-clear and nearly maternal alarmed call-to-arms in all the world’s well-known tongues”[footnoteRef:145] [144:  See also The  Holy Qur’an Surat al-Nisa’a 4:157 on ‘Isa (Jesus) and the crucifixion:  “And their saying: Surely we have killed the Messiah, Isa son of Marium, the messenger of Allah; and they did not kill him nor did they crucify him, but it appeared to them so (like Isa) and most surely those who differ therein are only in a doubt about it; they have no knowledge respecting it, but only follow a conjecture, and they killed him not for sure” (trans. Shakir)]  [145:  Wallace Infinite Jest 488-489] 

For Lucien, as for the addicts, rebirth is associated with a re-linguifying into universality, unbounded by even the Convexity’s barriers and speaking in a fanciful pre-Babel lingua ultima.  His ascension in mythical-type terms over the trash-zone of what used to be New England represents a cross-cultural return to his own Quebec home, but is also characterized by his ability to go from a mute character into one capable of sounding a polyglot alarum.  This sort of universality, “all the world’s well-known tongues,” reveals an association between resurrection and communicative liberty that allows transcendence of personalized or nationalized bounds.  Such a redemptive universality need not necessarily come from being a mute character internally strangled by a broom handle.  The theo-linguistics of Infinite Jest present one alternative.  Communal welcome represents universality, which, as we see with Lucien Antitoi, represents redemption.  The myriad voices of Alcoholics Anonymous offer a similar promise of redemption via self-destruction, if the self is to be understood as the Will, hampered with addiction and solipsism.  Sobriety is treated as a similar rebirth.  The aggregation of voices in Alcoholics Anonymous are held together in coherence by the unifying forces of deliberately manipulated clichés that allow for a shared language outside of the individualizing and dangerous jargons that dominate the rest of the novel.

iii. Pursuance:  Cliché and Ritual as Linguistic Re-assembly in Wallace’s AA
On some level, all of linguistic meaning is determined by praxis.  The various noises manipulated by human voice and gestures by human bodies through which we deduce meaning are fundamentally arbitrary.  The manner in which human communities pattern their own forms of communication acquires meaning through time and repetition.  The humility and anonymity of Alcoholics Anonymous – e.g. the fundamental wordlessness of not having a name – are the features that, somewhat paradoxically, allow the community to function by reforming words from a basic level.  Rather than being a hierarchically arranged format, the language of AA is universally accessible in a proselytized sort of way because the linguistic start-date is in clichés that bypass intellectual analysis with their triteness.  At the same time, the goal of those clichés (sobriety) is difficult to accomplish in practice.  It is in the side-by-side living of the rituals of AA that the explicitly uneducated and inarticulate Don Gately may coexist with the small-time professor Geoffrey Day and may even be attractive to the avant garde radio host Madame Psychosis alias Joelle van Dyne.
All of the linguistic functions of Alcoholics Anonymous are explicitly acts of communal faith, but enacted physically rather than doctrinally, either in the form of unified regular kneeling that the program demands or in the manual labor that it requires.  At the point of entering AA, you find yourself
“with no faith in your own senses you’re confused, flummoxed, and when people with AA time strongly advise you to keep coming you nod robotically and keep coming, and you sweep floors and scrub out ashtrays and fill stained steel urns with hideous coffee, and you keep getting ritually down on your big knees every morning and night asking for help from a sky that still seems a burnished shield against all who would ask aid of it – how can you pray to a ‘God’ you believe only morons believe in, still? – but the old guys say it doesn’t yet matter what you believe or don’t believe, Just Do It they say, and like a shock-trained organism without any kind of independent human will you do exactly like you’re told”[footnoteRef:146] [146:  Wallace Infinite Jest 350] 

Not only is the faith unmoored from logic, but also it is also unmoored from Western ideas of faith itself.  Many branches of Protestantism look to the pure faith in salvation as something that enables access to it, an extended branch of a deep-rooted Christian obsession with faith first, then action.  The participants in AA don’t necessarily have such faith.  Instead, it is the ritual practice that defines AA for Wallace.  It is the kneeling before a Higher Power that gives the addict strength to remain sober, rather than the actual faith in that Higher Power or faith in AA’s ability to instill sobriety.  In one of the introductory facts about AA, it is said “That God might regard the issue of whether you believe there’s a God or not as fairly low on his/her/its list of things s/he/it’s interested re you.”[footnoteRef:147]  Yet AA demands the ritual kneeling, the declaration of a Higher Power, as acts by which humility may be maintained.  These happen alongside the internal AA slang of “limp,” “Crocodile,” “unit,” etc. as well as the more deliberately enforced usage of cliché.  This is a recreation of the complex ritual project of Muslim Salat, in which specific recited Qur’anic passages are enforced several times a day, ideally in the communal setting of a masjid, so that the action and the word come into intimate contact that proves inextricable. [147:  Wallace Infinite Jest 205] 

The cliché and the vernacular fuse with the ritual to give rise to a new internal language in AA.  The actions involved in the use of cliché reattach shared experience to the words themselves.  In a Postmodern world words can be utterly detached from their meanings.  This is what AA’s clichés combat; hence why irony is so deadly and hence why continuous attendance of meetings is so important.  The communal meetings constitute a shared experiential basis for language as well as accountability for continued sobriety.  The Muslim does not show up to prayer intoxicated, the fulfillment prayer is his motivation for continued sobriety.  The AA meeting works in a similar way.  This becomes most obvious when an educated party is involved in AA and finds, to their chagrin, that their verbal faculty is ultimately unproductive in the field of sobriety.  Geoffrey Day, the well-educated Ennet resident whom Wallace biographer D.T. Max identified with the writer himself,[footnoteRef:148] bitterly describes the AA situation as “So then at forty-six years of age I came here to learn to live by clichés […] To turn my will and life over to the care of clichés.  One day at a time.  Easy does it.  First things first.  Courage is fear that has said its prayers.  Ask for help.  Thy will not mine be done.” He’s clearly chaffing at the forced reduction of his articulate intellectual backing in these clipped sentences.  He even makes the mistake of objecting to the intellectual restrictions of those clichés:  “I used sometimes to think.  I used to think in long compound sentences with subordinate clauses and even the odd polysyllable.  Now I find I needn’t.  Now I live by the dictates of macramé samplers.”  Gately’s thoughts about this soliloquy in the common area of the halfway house represent a clear moral authority of the goal of the house:  “buy these poor yutzes some time, some thin pie-slice of abstinent time, till they can start to get a whiff of what’s true and deep, almost magic, under the shallow surface of what they’re trying to do.” [footnoteRef:149]   [148:  Max, D.T. Every Love Story is a Ghost Story 139]  [149:  Wallace Infinite Jest 270] 

The dialogue between Day and Gately is one of the most lucid dissections of Alcoholics Anonymous in the texts.  Later on, Gately mentally elaborates on the above theme at length, giving in some respects, the summary of AA’s linguistic work:  “[E]ven if they are just clichés, clichés are (a) soothing, and (b) remind you of common sense, and (c) license the universal assent that drowns silence; and (4) silence is deadly, pure Spider-food.”[footnoteRef:150]  That the letters a, b, and c give way to the number 4 in Gately’s list again serves to unmoor the values of AA from traditional logical soundness.   In another inner commentary, “The Mad Stork [James Incandenza] always used to say clichés earned their status as clichés because they were so obviously true.”[footnoteRef:151]  Likewise, this passage reveals the goal of occupying internal space with words as has earlier been identified as a key goal of Qur’anic recitation.  The clichés of AA are a form of compulsivity parallel to those that the addicts in particular need.  They are also acknowledged as incantations of a sort.  In their occupation of “pie-slices of abstinent time,” the recitation of clichés accomplishes the professed “miracle”[footnoteRef:152] of sobriety. [150:  Wallace Infinite Jest 278]  [151:  Wallace Infinite Jest 1040 n.234]  [152:  See Infinite Jest 361 ] 

Compulsivity, whether termed vice or self-escape, is ultimately a function of the burden of overcoming the burden of mental time spent as a sentient being.  Hence the anti-intellectualism being means of fighting off sentience as well as time.  As demonstrated by O.N.A.N.’s remaking of the calendar for economic gain, time is a construct of civilization.  Infinite Jest’s overarching consciousness of time and date is key to its ideas of cliché occupation and very intimately associated with addiction.  The cliché “One Day At A Time” is one that is familiar from myriad sources outside Infinite Jest, and the novel’s careful assembly of disparate days acts as an imitation of the recovering addict’s need to segregate and detemporalize time.  Randy Lenz, in a more obvious example, develops the compulsive need to know the time once he is Ennet House for cocaine.  He is also afraid of wearing a watch, so he is always asking others for the time.  His dialogic intrusion is a neat narrative trick of an insertion of a chronometer into the text, but also foreshadows his inevitable relapse.  In that relapse, he kills a dog belonging to some armed Canadians maybe-terrorists who pursue him to Ennet where Gately protects him and gets shot doing so.  This is the climax of the narrative of Infinite Jest, though the real emotional peak comes while Gately is in stasis and forced to abide, mute and motionless on a hospital bed.   Returning to his own term for trite/banal regarding AA’s clichés:  Gately has become limp, a perfect embodiment of those clichés.  The same clichés would have allowed Lenz an escape from the burden of internal time that motivates compulsive behavior like the murder of pets, saving a lot of pain for Gately.  But, once again, clichés are not solely important for their role in overcoming the self in the form of the Spider.  They allow “universal assent that drowns silence.”  It is by harnessing readily understandable clichés that the self is overcome with the goal of creating a universal language of assent and, by extent, the sort of redemptive ideal represented by Lucien Antitoi’s afterlife.  
The faith of Alcoholics Anonymous is defined by its egalitarian bent that can recreate a supra-national, supra-class-bound community, a new ummah.  The religiosity of Infinite Jest comes out most palpably in this form, even more so than in the AA doctrine of the Higher Power.  The scriptural nature of the novel is ultimately about community and overcoming interpersonal barriers.  In this fashion, the Qur’an is once again the best precedent.  The traditional Western literature of community formation is more derived from the epic canon, and even the pre-Islamic Abrahamic texts.  The Qur’an is self-aware of its status as text, and presents itself as a perfect and divine one.  It welcomes infinite repetitions and enforces its own capacity to occupy compulsive mental space verbally and explicitly in its own tongue.  One of the earlier revealed sawr, Surat al-Muzzamil enjoins upon Muslims nocturnal recitation of the whole Qur’an as the best means of comprehending The Word.  Though the strict demand to recite all of it was later abrogated in the 20th ayah after the Qur’an had expanded, the tradition of nighttime recitation remains.  This can be interpreted as a granted means of coping with the effect of the night and mental processes, again in a fulfillment of compulsivity.  
Compare to the insomnia of early sobriety described in Infinite Jest:  “Sober cocaine- and stimulant-addicts sleep pretty well by the second month, straight alcoholics by the fourth.  Abstinent pot- and tranq-addicts can pretty much forget about sleep for the first year.[footnoteRef:153] The concept is, once again, that the solitary experience of headspace unimpeded by the sensory experiences of the day is the most dangerous time for compulsivity, only augmented by magnitude by the actual chemistry of the differing substances.  The fact that cocaine and stimulants chemically oppose sleep does not mean that they do not become necessary for the process of sleep.  I will discuss the internal world of nocturnal headspace at greater length later alongside the lunar obsession of both works, but this catalogue proves the need to occupy such headspace as a narcotic sort of need.  In this passage of Infinite Jest, the recently sober characters experiencing insomnia get into a cycle of Identification that descends into Geoffrey Day revealing to the suicidal Kate Gompert an encounter with a big black wing of misery and depression.  It is one of innumerable late-night scenes, but in this one Geoffrey Day reveals experience left him with an understanding of the term “hell,” and declares “whether I could articulate it satisfactorily or not, […] I understood on an intuitive level why people killed themselves.”[footnoteRef:154]  It’s a major breakthrough for Geoffrey and Kate, both in that it is the first time Kate seems to have any really exposed and vulnerable conversation and the first time Geoffrey really confesses his inability to articulate anything. [153:  Wallace Infinite Jest 648]  [154:  Wallace Infinite Jest 651] 

In Alcoholics Anonymous, the role of the cliché is the most prominent reminder of the anti-intellectual feature of rearticulation.  Wallace demonstrated a recurrent obsession with clichés as modes of thinking, once saying “Think of the old cliché about ‘the mind being an excellent servant but a terrible master.’  This, like many clichés, so lame and unexciting on the surface, actually expresses a great and terrible truth.”[footnoteRef:155]  The cliché is set up to conquer the foolish brain with a pure truth.  This echoes with the earlier opinion attributed to James Incandenza, forming yet another proof that the author of Infinite Jest may be most present in that book as the director of Infinite Jest.  It’s through the humility of using clichés, which are often so unexciting and which do not draw any intellectual or creative admiration upon the user of cliché that Alcoholics Anonymous imposes a surrender of Self and Head to the goal of the Program.  Clichés are a renewed medium that consciously occupies space between persons rather than drawing attention to an individual, earlier identified as the Protagonist.  This new medium operates in defiance of the older and hijacked media that poison the collective of O.N.A.N.  The program of anonymity strips the names and illusions of independence from its members. [155:  Wallace This Is Water] 


IV. Psalm:  The Failure of Entertainment and the Renewal of the Egalitarian Chorus
The Andersonian tradition of Westernized nationalism in literature would not do for Wallace.  Infinite Jest is an overt unsilencing of voices.  The process of unmuting is part of why the novel is so heavily defined by its lack of compactness.  The novel’s title is taken from a line in Hamlet.  In the same play appears the famous line “Brevity is the soul of wit.” Infinite Jest originally featured the subtitle “a failed entertainment,” a knowing nod to the ultimate collapse of the novel’s impressive wit and vigor under the weight of collective voices.  Brevity cannot be maintained alongside honesty.  In his appearance before a static and wounded Don Gately, the wraith of James Incandenza explicates his own directorial ambitions that culminated in The Film:  “in the entertainments the wraith himself made, he says he goddamn bloody well made sure that either the whole entertainment was silent or else if it wasn’t silent that you could bloody well hear every single performer’s voice, no matter how far out on the cinematographic periphery they were […] it was real life’s real egalitarian babble of figurantless crowds, or the animate world’s real agora.”[footnoteRef:156]  These words of the creator of one Infinite Jest are readily extrapolated to the production of the other Infinite Jest.   [156:  Wallace Infinite Jest 835] 

The egalitarian babble, if sincerely captured, is the means by which an infinite narrative can be approached, though such a story would be totally alien to how narrative currently works.  While the Film is able to capture infinity in the form of endless addictive attention from its viewers, the novel, being a real thing produced by a real person, cannot so do.  Infinite Jest tries to do something similar with its narrative by leaving the final events hanging and plot points unsolved, transposing the duty of plot resolution to a theoretically infinite population of readers.  This practice has resulted in an extended communal participation with the novel – the number of blogs dedicated to the book is particularly insane.  People participate in the exegesis of the novel freely using the names of characters and the disembodied narratives of AA as means of interfacing between each other on the widest and most immediate medium the world has yet seen, the Internet.  They join in the community and use it to express their own lives.  This Internet presence reveals a surprising number of people who have quit drugs alongside reading the novel.
However, Infinite Jest’s efforts as a united and universal community are limited.  As the book cannot be infinite, the voices contained therein will eventually be finished.  The final version of Alcoholics Anonymous in the novel is distinctly valuable as a community that, if limited, is at least a step towards universal accessibility.  In the world of the novel, the universality of a cliché vocabulary and the manual labor demanded of Ennet House residents appears as the only means for characters to be freed of either oppressive communities or dangerous incarnations of self.  The fundamental virtue of the AA format and its language involves lived humility as a basis for community.

III.  All of All:  Symbology and Structure of Infinity
In the following section, I propose a relationship between certain thematic, symbolic, and structural obsessions shared by the Qur’an and Infinite Jest.  These symbols function to propel both texts into the immortal and astral territory, in such a way as to crack the shells around any given individual or individual action and make it appear infinite.  The central thematic relationship to be examined will be between the repeated threats of destruction on a divine order within the two texts.  The threat of hellfire within the Qur’an is more obviously tied to divine judgment than the threats of media, drugs, and by and large individualism within Infinite Jest, but only nominally.  Though secular in nature, the scenes of failure and tragedy within Infinite Jest depend upon explicitly religious terminology to describe and color the depth of suffering endured by many of its characters, adding a clear element of judgment in the scriptural sense.  The most prominent symbols linking the two texts for such a reading are the ring and the moon.  The ring functions as a representative of both isolation and infinity, in ways both positive and negative.  The moon, as well as the other astral bodies, works as a constantly present yet unreachably distant force in human life.  I will examine these two symbols both as distinct emblems and within their shared orbits.  The ring is also key to understanding the relationship between Infinite Jest and the Qur’an, since it appears as a structural feature in both texts, lending some order to both texts’ disinterest in temporality.  I argue that such a structure places scriptural demands upon a reader in violation of the coherent narrative dependence I wrote about at the beginning of the last section and re-instilling in the reader that looping sense of “I didn’t know that I didn’t know.”  That the two texts impose lunar calendars on their worlds will also come into play, enforcing circular reading of both.  The imposition of lunar calendars is part of a willingness in both texts to reconstruct the order of the world as depicted within each.  Thus, this whole section is defined by its interest in the achievement of the grandest sorts of literary authority.
The apocalypse and hell are distinct entities within theology.  Apocalypse introduces eternity with destruction; hellfire destroys eternally. However, in the rhetoric of the Qur’an, the two get the same sort of treatment, even if they function differently.  One observer commented on this tendency “There is something irresistible about extrapolating from the finite lifetime of a human being to the birth and death of the cosmos, yet of course no one has ever experiences the beginning or the end of the world.”[footnoteRef:157]  The Qur’an’s investment in displaying that which goes unexperienced is part of its status as divine revelation, teaching man what he knew not.  For the purposes of this analysis, I will be treating the more apocalyptic imagery within Infinite Jest, such as the plague of the film or the world-destroying excess of O.N.A.N., as representative of the same concepts as the hellish imagery.  Examples of what composes the infernal in Infinite Jest include that of Kate Gompert’s “Hell for One.”  The most prominent occurrence of apocalypse I will be examining will be in the form of a game, Eschaton, in which the students of Enfield Tennis take on roles as individual representatives of nations in order to simulate nuclear war.  This episode nicely ties into my themes on isolation and nationalism as ultimately destructive forces, and demonstrates the inability to virtualize such concepts and keep them at a distance; the game itself falls to an apocalypse.  The apocalyptic and the infernal, though different, are interchangeable as evidence of a sort of supreme access to a snapshot of eternity, which is what this thesis will focus on.  Infinite Jest may not contain any actual eternity, but the function of narcotics within is to proffer an outlet to the compulsive user from the burdens of time itself.  “Ennet House reeks of passing time.  It is the humidity of early sobriety, hanging and palpable.”[footnoteRef:158]  Drugs have occupied the sense of time for these residents, much as Infinite Jest creates its own private eternity of recursive spectation.  Drugs and media are both tools by which people make myths aimed at a sort of secular eternity.  When they go sour, they become a secular hell.   [157:  Ernst, Carl.  How to Read the Qur’an 89]  [158:  Infinite Jest 279] 

Including the planetary imagery in with the apocalyptic, the features I will be discussing in this section overpower a reader with bigness. The invocation of the gigantic, the planetary, the infinite, offers a means of wowing the spectator.  In the case of the planetary, particularly the lunar, this is effective because the features are present in our everyday life and nearly universal in our experience of them.  Herein is the distinction with the apocalyptic.  The moon is “unreachable” in the traditional spiritual if no longer literal sense but marks an eternal passing of time that all can bear witness to.  The apocalypse is “inevitable” and hell ever-threatening, but neither can be seen until it is too late.  The apocalyptic, then opens itself up as a rhetorical exercise in both texts, while the lunar image functions as a badge of authority.  
The ultimate confluence of the apocalyptic themes and circular/lunar symbols and structures are to enforce a sense of stakes and authority within Infinite Jest that is copped from religious text, specifically the Qur’an.  Though a novel, Infinite Jest demands itself to be read with more intensity that novels are traditionally treated.  The linearity of the traditional novel allows for single-use consumption and disposal, the same kind that pushed America into a garbage crisis in the fictional history that gave birth to the monstrous O.N.A.N. of Infinite Jest.  Scripture is the means by which the written word ascends beyond the single-use, the trash, and achieves infinite cyclical nature.  The Qur’an, to the highest degree among the Abrahamic tradition, understands itself to be part of a literary cycle.  It expresses itself to be the literary achievement of an infinity, the capstone of a vast prophetic tradition, all inspired by Allah.  Similarly, Allah as introduced/rediscovered within the Qur’an is One God who goes by infinite names and whose nature can be seen in any direction but never captured at a single point and can never be defined.  The Qur’an, as the Word of that God, is an ambassador to man from eternity.  As a word spoken by an entity that is never meant to be understood or defined, the Qur’an is simply supposed to be repeated and imbibed.  Its words have become art and architecture and their repetition forms a basis of religious interaction.  It is the ultimate recirculating word.  It is in the patterned, cyclical form that Infinite Jest tries to invoke a similar concept of tessellating eternity. 
The synthesis of these forceful subjects and images is the overarching above-ness of the texts.  They demand of the reader before they give to them.  The Qur’an within itself is able to refer to its own perfection and its own overriding power as literature and more.  Infinite Jest, by not being able to bear the tagline “Word of God,” does not have a similar claim.  However, the novel patterns its own force after that of Alcoholics Anonymous, which lays claim to a supra-rational power of language and human confluence discussed in the previous section.  AA’s demand is for the submission of logic and individualism in favor of simple external focus:  Identification.  Identification requires an active participation by listeners in AA but allows for the stories of the single individual to enter the theoretically infinite consciousness of the group.  By approaching infinity, Infinite Jest attempts to translate itself into a subject of externalization as a text, one that can enrapture an audience at the same time as make the audience suspicious of all other raptures i.e. drugs and Entertainment and Too Much Fun.  The attempt at a sort of authorial universality of the text of the text of Infinite Jest is an extension of the pluralization of voices in AA.  The drastic and distant imagery of the ring-infinite, the planetary, and the apocalypse are useful as means of forming breaking points in the rings of self that characterize isolation, or the Qur’anically condemned “self-sufficiency.”

i.  Hell for One:  Apocalypse, Hell, and End of Days as Rhetorical Flexing and a Consequence of Isolation
The presentation of both the Qur’an and Infinite Jest are dense with destructive imagery.  Norman O. Brown phrased this tendency of the former book directly “The Koran is not like the Bible, historical; running from Genesis to Apocalypse.  The Koran is altogether apocalyptic.”[footnoteRef:159]  In fact, if its own lineage is to be followed, the Qur’an is most proximately descended from the biblical book of Revelations.  The same could very well be said of broad portions of Infinite Jest.  Both works are consciously fighting against such destruction, but both depend upon the invocations of hell for their own rhetorical force.  The Qur’an is, more obviously, the word meant to enlighten the world about the dangers of the hell it describes and, thus, usher us to safety.  Infinite Jest has a subtly similar form to its destructive portrayals.  The message of Infinite Jest is a similar warning against the new forms of self-escape that have broadened older concepts of vice.  One of the key accusations the Qur’an makes against humans is that they err when they see themselves as “self-sufficient.”[footnoteRef:160]  We as a species are deceived when we believe that we are able to function on our true independent own.  It is fundamentally the role of Allah to be self-sufficient, and it is only Allah upon which humanity can depend, as far as dogma goes.  This analysis will refrain from espousing any overt claims about the rectitude of a particular faith, but the spiritual importance of dependence is one that transcends any such particularities.  What you might have called “sins” in a previous age becomes, in Infinite Jest, a broad suspicious for any form of either self-escape or self-absorption capable of deluded the participant into believing in their strength or solitude.   [159:  Brown, Norman O.  The Apocalypse of Islam.  ]  [160:  A nexus of sufficiency based on the tri-letter root gh-n-‘a and appearing as an accusation against man in Surat ‘Abasa (80:5), al-Layl (92:8), and al-‘Alaq (96:7) in contrast to the repeated declaration of Allah’s self-sufficiency.  Another term with a similar, though maybe more extreme meaning is samad, appearing in al-Ikhlas 112:2] 

Apocalypse in both texts provides the axle around which certain key rhetorical devices are able to circulate.  Powerful art depends upon painful images; eternal art depends upon images of eternal pain.  The function is to truly jar the reader.  The hell of the Qur’an is not just scary, but intimately scary.  We see the palm-fiber ropes twisting around the neck of Abu Lahab’s wife in hell.[footnoteRef:161]  Similarly, we are drawn into the story of a heroin poisoning and are terrifyingly close to the eyeball of the victim popping out and staring at one of his fellow addicts.[footnoteRef:162] In one conversation between two tennis players at Enfield, one of whom is a blindfolded Muslim named Idris, for the second of the great prophets, a fellow player explains, “Somebody in pain isn’t entertainment.”[footnoteRef:163]  The incorporation of detailed pain in Infinite Jest prevents the sort of disengaged distance that characterizes Entertainment.  Scenes of overt horror in both texts lend an evangelical degree of immediacy to questions that seem to be so long-term as to be worthless.  It is no surprise that faith in al-akheera, the “hereafter” or “last” is one of the most persistently invoked evidences of who and what is a Muslim within the Qur’an.  It is a stretch towards infinite consequences that lends weight to what otherwise might seem trivial.  Infinite Jest’s very title calls into question the notion of eternal consequence.  Particularly, the flawed potential for eternity of that which makes us happy; the jest.  Wallace’s presentation of O.N.A.N. depends on horrific sequences of death and violence to shake off claims that entertainment, narcotics, or nationalism are harmless.  All of those are elements of day-to-day life that are so essential as to be subconsciously operative.  Conspicuous to the internal morality of both texts is the isolating, though in no way unique, nature of these destructive sequences.  Those descending into hell are those who go it alone, who reject the communal efforts of the ummah or AA, the proposed means of ritual saving within the respective texts.  Their hells are for the individuals who thought they were capable of true isolation. [161:  See the very brief Surat al-Lahab (111) for the condemnation of Muhammad’s own uncle]  [162:  A story found in 128-135 of Infinite Jest]  [163:  Infinite Jest 567] 

Much has been made of the Qur’an’s preoccupation with destructive imagery in Western reactions to Islam.  When tracing an origin of the Near Eastern novel through Arabic culture, Stephen Moore dismissively referred to this tendency of the Qur’an as “bullying,”[footnoteRef:164] and went on to derive an extremely interesting argument about atemporal narration in Arabic literature that explicitly circumvented the Qur’an, which is nothing short of religious bigotry.  This is unfair and only partially true.  Yes, you can declare the invocations of awfulness a simple scare tactic, but that neglects the inherent rhetorical challenge of describing an infinity that resists being rhetoricized. The power to contain the infinite is part of the declared virtue of the Qur’an.  The access to the eternal is its sole domain wherein it is possible to test the fringes of its rhetorical power.  Besides which, the harsh and painful are much more memorable rhetorical entries into human thought than the pleasant.  As Ernst noted, the Qur’an’s “pronouncements refer to the apocalyptic events of Judgment Day and the resurrection rather than predicting mundane events; from a purely formal perspective, the horizon of reference in the Qur’an is transcendental.”[footnoteRef:165] However, do not forget that the Qur’an depends upon mundanities to achieve its transcendence, the most obvious example of which is the five-times-daily act of prayer requiring the Muslim to put his forehead to the ground.  It is in submission that Islam finds its transcendence.  It is in apocalypse that Islam finds its enlightenment.[footnoteRef:166]  You can find evidence of this in the gorgeously cinematic Surat al-Takwir (81), the first thirteen ayat of which portray the end of the world with imagery of the sun being wrapped up like a kuffiyah, the mountains strolling away, the seas boiling, and The Pages[footnoteRef:167] published.  The images are of an apocalypse transcendent in its sweeping views across the sky and through the progressively darkening world.[footnoteRef:168]  Yet those images invoke the consequences of apocalypse on the mundanities of economics; the pregnant camels – a key economic commodity of the time – are shown untended in that surah, a reminder of the mundane alongside the boiling of the oceans.  The follow-up punch to these and other signs goes “(Then) every soul will know what it hath made ready.”[footnoteRef:169]  The end-of-days prophecies herein provide a hint to its own reading:  the apocalyptic is a perspectival occurrence, one that makes known things other than itself.  In the Qur’anic conception, revelation is attached to apocalypse. In its own chronology of scripture, the Qur’an comes most proximately after the biblical book of Revelations.  Revelations is the section of pre-Islamic Abrahamic literature most attached to the apocalypse and the rhetoric surrounding it.  The Qur’an takes place in the scriptural space between revelation and apocalypse, linking them as historical entities. [164:  Moore, Steven The Novel 464-465]  [165:  Ernst, Carl How to Read the Qur’an 45]  [166:  Maulvi Muhammad Ali seems to imply that extant Jewish and Christian scripture are almost journalistically irresponsible in their vagueness the life they promise after death.  See the preface to his Qur’an, p. x, the section “The life after death.”]  [167:  An elliptical phrase that most readings understand to mean the pages of deeds good and ill, but which could merit some interesting readings about publication as the apocalypse of creation/revelation if you were feeling maybe willing to risk offending some more straight-edged Sunnis.]  [168:  You can listen to some interesting tafsir in English by Nouman Ali Khan, wherein he mentions particularly the cinematography of this scene]  [169:  Surat al-Takwir 81:14 trans. Sahih International] 

Likewise, Infinite Jest provides subtle guides to the purposes of its own brutality and the divine and literary associations thereof.  In one scene, we encounter James Incandenza in drunken consultation with Lyle, the sweat-consuming guru of the Enfield Tennis Academy’s weight room.  Apparently this is a frequent occurrence.  Lyle “often brought some Blake out, as in William Blake, during these all-night sessions, and read Incandenza Blake, but in the voices of various cartoon characters, which Himself eventually started regarding as deep.”[footnoteRef:170]  Those encounters inspired Incandenza’s film The Pre-nuptual Agreement of Heaven and Hell, an animation in which  “God and Satan play poker with Tarot cards for the soul of an alcoholic sandwich-bag salesman obsessed with Bernini’s ‘The Ecstasy of St. Teresa.’[footnoteRef:171][footnoteRef:172]  The whole production is a mundanification of Blakean religious romanticism, a feature that Norman O. Brown identified as an addendum of sorts upon the prophetic tradition.[footnoteRef:173]  Even the alteration of “marriage” into “pre-nuptual agreement” establishes a sort of exhausting detailing to the proceedings, backed up by the reduction of divine encounter to a simple card game.  That same mundanification of apocalypse is a precedent to call what I will call hell within Infinite Jest, which, like the Qur’an, also depends upon the rhetorical flourishes that real nastiness allows.  In the words of Blake’s original Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the Devils party without knowing it.”[footnoteRef:174]  Infinite Jest espouses a much less ambiguous stance against its own version of hell.  It is less interested in Romantic carousal with same hellishness, but still cannot resist the rhetorical force of portraying it, the divinely awful.   [170:  Infinite Jest 379]  [171:  Infinite Jest 988 n.24]  [172:  A statue that reoccurs in Joelle van Dyne’s pre-suicide thoughts pp. 235/238, as well as appears unnamed in one of the AA accounts as a description of an invalid victim of incest’s sexual ecstasy p. 373]  [173:  Brown, Norman O.  The Challenge of Islam 36]  [174:  Blake Marriage of Heaven and Hell Plate 5 Line 10 ] 

The apocalyptic element in Infinite Jest is one that has been largely overlooked as the subject of study in and of itself, in some respects because the apocalypticism of the novel is visible upon a cursory skim.  The film, Infinite Jest, in particular functions as a true biblical plague that the Quebecois separatists are attempting to harness in the same way that the Israelites were.  One of these Quebecois terrorists further draws such a comparison by suggesting that the “USA would die – and let its children die, each one – for the so-called perfect Entertainment.”[footnoteRef:175]  The USA of the novel is a pharaohnic empire prepared to lose its firstborns.  Bradley Fest believed that “explicating Wallace’s anti-eschatological project in his early fiction further serves to emphasize his engagement with the waning of a larger coherent national narrative.”[footnoteRef:176]  Not only do the apocalypses of Infinite Jest oppose national narrative, they continue the conflation of excess nationalism and excess individualism while imbuing such seemingly secular issues with religious significance.   [175:  Infinite Jest 318]  [176:  Fest, Bradley J. “Then Out of the Rubble” 287] 

I have already demonstrated the parallelism between nationalism and individualism within Infinite Jest’s objections to discrete systems, or false “self-sufficiency.”  The parallel between the two is extensively highlighted and then condemned in the single most obvious entry of apocalypse into Infinite Jest.  That entry happens in a simulation, a game.  The game of Eschaton merits one of the longer uninterrupted[footnoteRef:177] passages within the novel.  Eschaton is named for the Greek word for the Apocalypse and which word in English refers specifically to all the religious connotations of the Apocalypse.  The game is a simulation of nuclear war played by the young students of Enfield Tennis Academy, kids who are in the process of training for the world of professional athletics.  An intended unwinding effort upon Interdependence Day, Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment, Eschaton fails to provide any real satisfying unwinding, though it does serve as a phenomenally condensed nexus of Infinite Jest’s core concerns.  Eschaton is a theater of nuclear war, a violent nexus of national and personal enmity watched by a few older students at Enfield who are using and abusing various substances.  Hal Incandenza, in particular, is so high as to feel like a totally impotent spectator of the proceedings; he is just eyes and ears.  Within the game, the leaders of the world have gathered together to destroy it.   [177:  Except by footnotes] 

Infinite Jest’s extensive engagement with ritualized communal behaviors and religion prefaces the appearance of Eschaton and its functions as a religious event.  A character named Otis P. Lord heads the game.  He acts in a God-like role which plays off the religious implications of his last name, dictating the damages done by the nuclear warheads/tennis balls that are lobbed about on a tennis court that represents a world atlas.  The players perform as world powers and toss nuclear bombs on each other under the four primary authorities of Lord/God, guidelines established by the rulebook of Eschaton, the established habits of play, and the influence of Michael Pemulis, who is a sort of high priest from the sidelines.  The rulebook of Eschaton is tied distinctly to the scriptural.  It is described as “about as long and interesting as J. Bunyan’s stupefying Pilgrim’s Progress from This World to That Which Is to Come” and though “every year a dozen more E.T.A. kids memorize the thing at such a fanatical depth that they sometimes report reciting mumbled passages under light dental or cosmetic anesthesia, years later.”[footnoteRef:178]  The word “fanatic” takes on great importance throughout the text, with one Quebecois character earlier asking an American “Your U.S.A. word for fanatic, “fanatic,” do they teach you it comes from the Latin for “temple”?  It is meaning, literally, “worshipper at the temple.””[footnoteRef:179]  The application of the religious word to the rulebook of Eschaton cements the game’s nature as a ritual of communal faith.  In both didactic authority and their welcoming of fanatical memorization, the rules of Eschaton work as liturgy.  The association is strengthened with the book’s comparison to Pilgrim’s Progress, the touchstone allegory of a man named Christian who is trying to escape the wickedness of the world.  The rulebook becomes a foundational text around which the rituals of the game circulate.  The rulebook is an absolute for the players of the game in that it allows them to communicate with each other as a unified whole.  The religion of Eschaton, like that of AA, keeps its followers together with ritualized communication.    [178:  Infinite Jest 322]  [179:  Infinite Jest 107] 

It is through religious proceedings that Eschaton approaches the destruction of the world in virtual form, but they are a flawed religiosity that demands a performance of power as opposed to the humble ideas enforced by the submissive practices of AA.  The common language of the game is rendered violate by the need for each of the players to extend their own individual interests.  This serves to illustrate the fallibility of the real human beings in charge of the world who are, in the real world, given enough power to facilitate the world’s end.  This happens ritually in both Eschaton and reality.  The rules of Eschaton enforce themselves ritually, since the guidebook is too extensive to constantly be checking.  The young players “play, logically, cautiously, so earnest and deliberate in their calculations they appear thoroughly and queerly adult, almost Talmudic, from a distance.”[footnoteRef:180]  By paralleling the adjectives “adult” and “Talmudic,” the description indicates that “Adulthood,” like the platonic “Game” relentlessly described by their instructor Schtitt, is an attempt to access superhuman authority.  The Talmudic reference further ties the occurrence to the scriptural tradition and a need to self-assess, the Talmud being an accumulation of rabbinical wisdom.  The rituals of “Adulthood” approach that sort of divine assembly.  Which is necessary if you’re trying to justify access to superhuman power like nuclear war.  The rituals surrounding both types of access appear comical in Eschaton because it’s a children’s game, but they function in the same way that real, adult authority functions in the world.  These are ceremonies in the same way as comings-of-age and coronations.  It is ceremony and ritual that gives fallible human beings the perceived real authority to have access to the God-like power of the atom bomb or, in Gentle’s case, the territory of the Quebecois.  The children’s behavior in the game is a satiric representation of the manipulation of religious methods when harnessed for political or individual gain.   [180:  Infinite Jest 327] 

The individual interests of the players of Eschaton force a violation of the communal narrative of the telling of the story of Eschaton, extending an apocalypse into the words of the story.  The apocalypse of the game incites violence in the children playing the game, which goes even further into a narratival apocalypse.  It is disorienting that Eschaton’s world leaders are played by children, and frightening that those children associate their roles as violent contestants with their understanding of what constitutes adulthood. The violence of the fight that breaks out on the Eschaton map/tennis court is transubstantiated into the metonymy of the game.  The narrative confuses the virtual world of the game with that of the real tangible means of play, confusing the representation with that which is represented.  Even when the game has clearly collapsed into the chaos of personal grudges and real-life kiddie fights, the narration still refers to various characters by their political or military titles within the game and calls their equipment by game titles, like “launcher” in place of “racket,” or “warhead” in place of “ball.” The narrative knowingly distorts this metonymy when it comments, “Everybody’s scooping up spent warheads and totally unrealistically refiring them” (IJ, 340).  The expectations of the title of “warhead” had been so engrained by repetition that the narrative stream doing the metonymy is, itself, surprised that the tennis balls have not become warheads.  “Totally unrealistic” is a literary criticism, after all.  The representation of the map of Eschaton falls apart at the same time that the narrative’s representation of it does.  The apocalypse (or Eschaton) involved is not just one of the intended board game, the simulation.  The apocalypse extends into the players’ real relationships.  The students end the game by attacking each other.  
The literary apocalypse of Eschaton is one of individualized tellings.  The confusion between the description of the more virtual with the more literal events of the game of Eschaton is a form of literary chaos that echoes the conflation of the individual and the nation that is ongoing within the game with destructive consequences.  The condensation of the mass into the one, the representation into the reality is called into question most vigorously when Evan Ingersoll wields a politicized form of Islam as a representative of the “wacko but always pesky LIBSYR or more formidable IRLIBSYR.”[footnoteRef:181]  Ingersoll is the “more formidable IRLIBSYR” on this game’s day, making him a synthesis of most of a broad swath of the Middle East (presumably, Iran, Libya, Syria, though maybe Iraq).  Nobody likes Ingersoll.  His assigned mentor at Enfield, Trevor Axford, traded him to Hal Incandenza’s group of young students because Axford “so despised the Ingersoll kid for some unanalyzable reason that he was struggling against a horrible compulsion to put Ingersoll’s little fingers into the gap by the hinges of an open door and then very slowly close the door.”[footnoteRef:182]  Such feelings about Ingersoll are fairly widespread, making his representation of a politicized form of Islam a very pointed commentary about the nations he is representing i.e. somehow intangibly dislikable.  This has its obvious Orientalist implications, and forces him to escape from the “rationalized” dictated rules of the game that he has no fair chance of winning.  He points to justification for his violation of Eschaton’s declared principles by declaring that  [181:  Infinite Jest 322]  [182:  Infinite Jest 98] 

Lord had been wearing the white beany that explicitly authorized the overexploited and underdeveloped defenders of the One True Faith of the world to keep on pursuing their strategic interests, and IRLIBSYR was now keenly interested in the [points] it had coming to them for just now vaporizing both super-Combatants’ strategic capacities with one Flaming-Sword-of-The-Most-High-like strike.[footnoteRef:183]   [183:  Infinite Jest 337] 

Ingersoll’s violation of the traditional rules of Eschaton is both necessary for him to win the game and a violation of the game.  Like the Middle East he is representing, he is “overexploited and underdeveloped,” as one of the most hated and youngest players on the map.  Victory, with his limited resources, is only possible for Ingersoll if he get creative at the expense of the communal game, the rituals of which set him up for failure, being able to achieve only “peskiness.”  Such individual motivations are what break open the rituals of the game and spill out the apocalyptic.  Ingersoll invokes religious interpretationism, rendering the existing symbol of the “white beany” on the God character – a symbol that indicates a well-functioning game – a justification for Ingersoll’s own non-traditional and offensively violent methods of winning.  That this is a particularly Islamist apocalypse is obviously of great importance to my interpretation of the connection to the Qur’an, particularly the “Flaming-Sword-of-The-Most-High” as an apocalyptic symbol. This passage invokes a suspicious pseudo-religious capacity to read symbols in whatever way desired.  For the purposes of the game, it suggests the capacity to render politicized religion the tool of apocalyptic desire when it goes rogue i.e. when the goals of the religion are incorporated into political goals that depend on competition.  It is not Islam that causes this apocalypse; it only gives Ingersoll his method and rhetoric.  It is the nature of the game that causes the apocalypse, and the rules that subordinated Ingersoll’s IRLYBSYR that force him and his region to be that apocalypse’s Eden.  The consequence of such action on Ingersoll’s part serves to usher in an apocalypse of the game itself, but refuses to spare the character who saw fit as to reinterpret the “divine” symbology of the game as his own.  Ingersoll is, in fact, one of the most thoroughly punished, and we see him later with a “ruptured patellar tendon that’ll cost him at least six months of competitive development,”[footnoteRef:184] a time frame that is almost certainly a death knell to his competitive future prospects within such a brisk environment as Enfield Tennis Academy.  More broadly, the end of Eschaton says something bleak about the ultimate fate of O.N.A.N.ite nationalism and the capacity for nations imagined, in Anderson’s terms, into communion.  In Eschaton, this communion takes the form of an actual single human being representing the collective wills of their nations under fire.  These individual, national wills that we imagine as being our defense against such fire are fundamentally the cause of it.  The destruction is why they gathered around to play the game in the first place. [184:  Infinite Jest 635] 

Eschaton’s version of the apocalypse is also one that punishes its own God.  Lord, the Godpower over the game, ends up with his head lodged in the guts of a computer with which he has been calculating the damage done by each nuclear blast.  Part of the issue with Lord as God in this game was that he was a distinctly uncreative God.  He’s “the son of not one but two bankers”[footnoteRef:185] and “like many stellar statistics-wonks, shows a bit of an Achilles’ heel imagination-wise.”[footnoteRef:186] The God of Eschaton is a failure because of his lack of creativity, which allows his symbols to be the domain of an aggressive and willful individual like Ingersoll.  Unlike an Allah who can dictate recitation, Lord ends his tenure as God with his head literally stuck in the circuits of his computer while the players under his command beat each other up for offenses both within and without the game.  The scene is hilarious, but the whole Eschaton episode ends the imagined unity of the tennis players.  It encapsulates a national scene before that scene capsizes. [185:  Infinite Jest 323]  [186:  Infinite Jest 325] 

The fundamental apocalyptic anxiety within Eschaton is a key point of entry into Infinite Jest through which the divinely apocalyptic end of the world – even in a comically virtualized way – is a product of individual motivations.  A parallel idea is that of hell within the novel.  There is no lake of fire within Infinite Jest.  There is, however, the described isolation of psychotic depression we encounter through Kate Gompert.  A “clinically depressed person cannot even perceive any other person or thing as independent of the universal pain that is digesting her cell by cell.  Everything is part of the problem, and there is no solution.  It is a hell for one.”[footnoteRef:187]  Depression is inseparable from the isolating mental processes that define all the compulsiveness within Infinite Jest.  Gompert’s “hell for one” is just an extreme example of the various ways in which the characters end up in their apocalyptic settings by their isolation.   [187:  Infinite Jest 696] 

The success of James Incandenza is another ideal image of hell.  He is the quintessential Renaissance man, the master of forms scientific, artistic, and athletic.  However, he is a failure of the Renaissancian ideas of Humanism and human achievement because his success has not done him any good.  As narrated by Hal Incandenza in his brother Mario’s film Tennis and the Feral Prodigy, the means of attaining success in tennis is to 
Have Himself hunch down to put a long pale arm around your shoulders and tell you that his own father had told him that talent is sort of a dark gift, that talent is its own expectation:  it is there from the start and either lived up to or lost.
Have a father whose own father lost what was there.  Have a father who lived up to his own promise and then found thing after thing to meet and surpass the expectations of his promise in, and didn’t seem just a whole hell of a lot happier or tighter wrapped than his own failed father, leaving you yourself in a kind of feral and flux-ridden state with respect to talent.[footnoteRef:188]   [188:  Infinite Jest 173] 

The achievement of the individualized success of James Incandenza results in a similarly unsatisfied form of life to that of his failed pre-Method actor father who had no such success.  That extends to a threat to his son, Hal, whose narrative of Tennis and the Feral Prodigy suggests his own ultimate dissatisfaction with the looming legacy of his genius father.  James Incandenza’s conclusion is one of the more obviously rounded hells in the novel.  He cuts a circular hole into a microwave in which he seals his head, which is destroyed in heat and pressure.  The head is the seat of the individual will, and as we have already heard from AA, “the Disease makes its command center in the head.”[footnoteRef:189]  Incandenza’s fate, an alcoholic forming a literally self-imposed, self-constructed hell in his microwave in an effort to destroy his own brain, is a gruesome yet perfect demonstration of what AA forms itself against.  Incandenza is self-damned. [189:  Infinite Jest 272] 

As the quintessential representative of an individual representing vast interests, the role of professional tennis within the novel is one that is especially prone to producing little hells.  Players must drive themselves crazy to move forward in their game, a game that places them fundamentally alone but forces them to act as the nexus of all sorts of corporate and audience expectations.  The life of a young tennis prodigy like James Incandenza or his son Hal is, therefore, unsatisfying and relentlessly hard.  Despite being endlessly challenged by his environment, Hal is never satisfied by meeting those challenges because of his relentless loneliness that parallels his addiction to solitude.  Some efforts are made by the establishment of Enfield Tennis Academy to give their charges commonality.  However, those methods end up being unspooled by Hal: “what looks like sadism, the skeletal stress, the fatigue.  The suffering unites us.  They want to let us sit around and bitch.  Together.”[footnoteRef:190]  Such suffering, unlike the rituals demanded by AA, is imposed from above as a means of maintaining some directional functioning that Infinite Jest finds suspicious.  The realities of their sport are emphasized as working in the opposite direction “We’re all on each other’s food chain.  All of us.  It’s an individual sport.  Welcome to the meaning of individual.  We’re each deeply alone here.  It’s what we all have in common.”[footnoteRef:191]  On the occasion of the Eschaton game, the artificial community the Enfield Academy tries to maintain comes undone by the same individualized competitive mechanisms that the institution fosters under the heading of an apocalyptic scenario. [190:  Infinite Jest 113]  [191:  Infinite Jest 112] 

Hal is an important example of the isolating impulse against which Infinite Jest pushes because he is the centerpiece of our narration of Enfield.  He is the unspoken eyes and ears of our experience with Eschaton, he who, like us, is “riveted at something about the degenerating game that seems so terribly abstract and fraught with implications and consequences that even thinking about how to articulate it seems so complexly stressful that being almost incapacitated with absorption is almost the only way out.”  Hal frames our experience the game, like he does our experience of the novel, and absorbs us into the options of absorption and spectation, or engagement and worry.  A pun on his name, “Hallation” is described as “That most angelic of distortions.”[footnoteRef:192]  He is the halo around the narrative.  He is the Dante who descends into the circle of hell that is his own solipsism, most obviously as attached to his addiction to marijuana.  In the subterranean of Enfield, the narration explains, “Hal likes to get high in secret, but a bigger secret is that he’s as attached to the secrecy as he is to getting high.” It is perfect that his consumption of marijuana is mostly undertaken in the mysterious tunnels underneath Enfield and accomplished by means of little one-hitters which ensure that “every particle of ignited pot gets inhaled.” [footnoteRef:193]  It is he who must “Abandon All Hope,”[footnoteRef:194] who must relive Dante’s epitaph of Hell in a pun on the novel’s slang term for marijuana, Bob Hope.  His narration, the narration of the character compared to a halo, is the outermost concentric ring of the whole novel, and leads us to a whole host of ring-like occurrence within and behaviors of the text of Infinite Jest.   [192:  Infinite Jest 97]  [193:  Infinite Jest 49]  [194:  Infinite Jest 796] 


God the Encircling
The Ring
The central element of all of the portrayals of hell and apocalypse within Infinite Jest is that they occur as consequence of self-reliance, self-containment, and solipsism.  They are products of dependence and necessity upon things that cannot be depended on.  These are the principle sins in Wallace’s pantheon.  The vices of Infinite Jest function to render the human an individual, which is an unsustainable vision.  As Katherine Hayles puts it, “predatory practices and “enraptured” consumers are bound together with recursive cycles to create a complex system that is spinning out of control toward a socio-ecological catastrophe of unprecedented scope.”[footnoteRef:195]  Cyclical processes drive characters within the novel to their dooms. [195:  Hayles, N. Katherine.  “The Illusion of Autonomy and the Fact of Recursivity.”  684] 

A recurring symbol in Infinite Jest is the ring.  It can be read to symbolize many themes, but most notable are the twin ideas of self-continuity and containment.  I refer back to the Qur’anic notion that self-sufficiency is the sole province of Allah.  Similarly, one of the names of Allah is al-Maheet, “that which encompasses/encircles all things.”   It is, incidentally, the same as the Arabic word for ocean.  The ring of Allah is infinite.  Within Infinite Jest, people form their own similarly Islamic rings, but these are unable to approach infinity. 
The concept of the closed system underlies Infinite Jest’s vast obsession with the circuitous, which will prove vital to understanding Infinite Jest’s attempt to embody a true infinite circle.  One of these systems, in particular, that serves as the undergirding of Infinite Jest’s new history is that of cold annular fusion.  Annular fusion as described in the novel, allows for self-perpetuating cycles of energy creation, converting trash into energy independence.  James Orin Incandenza made his fortune developing the technique that allowed for cold annular fusion. The word “annular” comes from the Latin “little ring,” but also invites the idea of “nullification.”  The ring allows for the presence of that notion of infinity within the novel while also forming an encircling cage.  This cage is particularly prominent around the O.N.A.N. world that depends upon the new form of energy independence in order to lay its own domineering claim to “Interdependence.”  Incandenza’s annular fusion developments become a metaphor for his own circuitous self-destruction in the name of ego.
The locus of the ego is a pre-eminent concern of Infinite Jest.  The very beginning of the novel features a declaration of the self’s location.  The entire second paragraph of that first-person narrative from Hal consists solely of the line “I am in here.”[footnoteRef:196]  The location of the “I” comes to us from a vessel that proves to be perfectly incapable of actually breaking out of its own shell by communicating with the outside world.  The Hal of that section of the novel is locked in by his own skin.  Similarly, the condition of his own muteness begins to take hold at the very tail-end of the novel, at the same time that he narrates in first person.  His muteness locks himself in from communication at the same time that his internal narration that results from that muteness holds the novel together, encircling it.   [196:  Infinite Jest 3] 

The wrapped, enclosed nature of a ring is symbolically linked to the type of solipsism that defines the characters within Infinite Jest and functions as their most condemnatory world, one in which they are cyclically addicted.  The text of Infinite Jest demands a reading as a ring.[footnoteRef:197]  The first and final scenes come into each other with Hal’s internal narration framing the book.  While Gately ends the novel, he too slips into childhood memories c. pp 902-906, while Hal reverted back to a memory of his toddler-self eating mold on page 10.  Those events, traceable to the mid- to late- B.S.[footnoteRef:198] 1990s overlap, establishing a connection between the two characters that is enforced by both of their imaginings of each other in the process of digging up James Incandenza’s grave.  The center of the circle of the novel itself is one of the only other “I” narrations we receive, and it is from James Incandenza himself, in an essay extending from page 491-502 of the novel that is, sans footnotes, 981 pages long.  That 491 beginning is half a page away from the halfway point of 981.  That narration relates the collapse of James Incandenza’s father and comes from an essay titled “The Awakening of My Interest in Annular Systems.”  That essay concludes with a diagram of the rotation of a broken doorknob rolling on the floor, which becomes a rotation of circles within a broader circle.  As the center of the novel’s ring and the “I” narration that centers that of his own son, Incandenza’s diagram provides a ring template for the reading of Infinite Jest.  Here is that diagram: [197:  For a much more expansive examination of such structure than I have space to provide, look to Greg Carlisle’s Elegant Complexity, which traces the novel through the structure of a Sierpinski Gasket]  [198:  “Before Subsidization” i.e. A.D./C.E.] 

  [image: ][footnoteRef:199] [199:  Infinite Jest 502] 

The image creates a planetary sort of orbit around by a revolving object around a central axis at the same time that the image appears at the central axis of the novel.  
The circuitry of James Incandenza’s masterpiece, the film Infinite Jest enforces a ring situation of a ring.  It is by proposing a vision of death as a rebirth from your killer that the film functions as the ultimate addiction.  Your life and death are framed by the same entity.  By witnessing a filmetic recreation of this phenomenon, you are compelled to exist in the infinite infancy that the viewers of Infinite Jest experience.  Viewers become stuck within the loop of the film.  As the viewers of the film become stuck, so are readers of Infinite Jest in certain ways stuck, though with the key difference that Infinite Jest demands engagement while Infinite Jest invokes spectation.  However, the idea of stuck-ness within the circuit of Infinite Jest is one experienced by many of the characters within the novel, many of whom become trapped in the rings of the novel’s literary structure.  
James’ other son and Hal’s brother, Orin, is one character who, with his brother, forms the outer ring of the novel.  His brother Hal often abbreviates his name from Orin into “O,” itself a ring.  Orin appears, first, in the form of a very brief phone-call to Hal, but his real introduction comes with “For Orin Incandenza, #71, morning is the soul’s night.”[footnoteRef:200]  Orin has just woken up to a bed empty of the woman who was leaving earlier in the morning when he made the mentioned phone call to Hal.  Orin finds himself wandering through his apartment and re-encountering the cockroaches he has ensnared in tumbler glasses to suffocate on the floor of his bathroom because he can’t bear to squish them.  The final fate of Orin Incandenza, trapped under a giant glass tumbler that is being filled with cockroaches, the victim of one of his “Subjects” i.e. sexual conquests who ends up being Luria P------, the Quebecois agent.  He is sealed within the ring of the tumbler near the end of the narration of Infinite Jest while fulfilling the “O” circuit of his own introduction. The circuitry of his fate is clearly the departure of a sexual conquest and the return of a sexual conquest as prophylactic conqueror; Orin is encased from the outside world.  In the same way as his tumblers stop being his protector from cockroaches and become the means of his incarceration with them. [200:  Infinite Jest 42] 

Though Infinite Jest violates the linearity of the traditional Western novel with its rings, it is not breaking with precedent entirely.  Temporal distortion is not an unheard-of feature within Postmodern literature; the willingness to distort traditional features is one of the defining characteristics of Postmodernism.  However, the literary ring is one that is one of the pre-eminent structural features of the Qur’an.  The Sawr (plural of Surah), though oftentimes unapproachable as narrative wholes, form around central themes.  Carl Ernst, writing about understanding the structure of Sawr from a Western perspective, enforced the importance of chiastic understanding of the Qur’an.[footnoteRef:201] The outside rings are almost always enforcement of the names of God; only one Surah fails to begin with the bismillah ar-Rahman ar-Raheem, or “in the name of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful,” and many Sawr end by reinforcing other attributes of Allah. God is, after all, al-Maheet, “the Encircling.”  The concentric rings of various Sawr center the wholes of those Sawr around key points, oftentimes the reinforcement of Revelation or the coming of judgment. The central moment in the Surah returns back to the initial moment in order.  The form of the ring causes the reader or reciter to be absorbed by the Surah, rather than making the Surah a feature to be followed and observed.  While Infinite Jest is still very much dependent upon over-arching narrative, the novel as a whole is willing to convert it into Qur’anically broken-up cycles that, like the Qur’an, resist initial understanding.  We get references to technology and political arrangements early on in the text, terminology of which we won’t receive until much later.  What is the reader to do?  Keep reading, and hope to learn, even though some points will never be clarified.  But rest assured, you will constantly be forced back into prior referents, as the Qur’an does with itself and prior scriptural parables and as Infinite Jest does with its own presented stories and jargons. [201:  Ernst, Carl How to Read the Qur’an 160-169] 

It is Don Gately’s own final three-page coda that violates the outer rings of the novel that Hal and Orin’s stories form.  The full meaning of his position at this conclusion remains unclear.  Without clear transition, he left the hospital bed and returned to his old life, in what seems more like a hallucination than voluntary recollection.  He has just either experienced or re-experienced the rock-bottom of his Dilaudid addiction that caused him to treat the murder of his friend, Gene Fackelmann, as a spectacle.  He ends up “flat on his back on the beach in the freezing sand, and it was raining out of a low sky, and the tide was way out.”[footnoteRef:202]  This mystical event for which we don’t quite receive a chronology seems to indicate its own escape from the circuitous chronology of the novel by being the one narrative poking out from Hal’s book-ending “I.”  Tied to this is the idea that this, here, is the moment in which Gately finally achieved sobriety, taking himself out of the recursive loop of addiction that the novel has tried to form around him as paralleled by the Incandenza brothers. [202:  Infinite Jest 981] 

The Moon in its Ring
The moon looms low over the whole affair.  If you look back at James Incandenza’s diagram of the original annular system, it becomes clear that the rolling of the doorknob takes on the nature of a planetary orbit, just as the annular fusion that he later develops will try to reproduce the deep-time perpetual motion of the planetary bodies.  Incandenza’s narration there even refers to the “spherical orbit” of “two perfectly circular motions.”[footnoteRef:203]  Just before her attempted suicide by overdose, Joelle van Dyne a.k.a. Madame Psychosis goes for a walk to buy improvised freebase materials.[footnoteRef:204]  On that walk, she arrives at a memory of a caller to her radio show, “Something about that caller and the moon, saying the moon never looked away.  Revolving and yet now.”  This disjointed recollection presumably refers to the geosynchronous orbit of the moon, whereby the same face of the moon faces the same point of the earth each night.  But the moon “never looking away” puts it into the position of a divine observer, a watching eye of a deity.  The circuitry of her own addiction and desire to kill herself corresponds to the cyclical life-force of the film Infinite Jest in which she is the only performer.  The circuitry of the moon becomes one of the more persistent within the telling of Infinite Jest and does a great deal to push the novel further into turf usually reserved for the scriptural.   [203:  Infinite Jest 502]  [204:  This walk is extremely reminiscent of the final stroll of Quentin Compson in Sound and the Fury, not least of which because both characters purchase cigars which they will not smoke] 

The moon becomes a symbol of authority in Infinite Jest, used as a comparative figure for various characters who represent differing facets of authority.  Schtitt, the vaguely “proto-fascist,”[footnoteRef:205] President-Gentle-advocating, German tennis instructor is such an authority figure, who occupies a position in the high tower looking out over the tennis courts of Enfield.  His is a classic, Platonic sort of authority.  Schtitt believes that “Tennis’s beauty’s infinite roots are self-competitive.  You compete with your own limits to transcend the self in imagination and execution.”[footnoteRef:206]  Schtitt gets to be a sort of symbolic representative of pre-modern order within the confines of his role at Enfield Tennis Academy.  He is described as having “skin so white it almost glows; an evident immunity to the sun’s UV; in pine-shaded twilight he is almost glowingly white, as if cut from the stuff of moons.”[footnoteRef:207]  Schtitt gets translated into a sort of pagan deity, immortalized as a lunar creation. However, Schtitt’s style of unity in the bigger picture of competition proves untenable for the young athletes under his charge, however much he may wish to approach the “infinite roots” of tennis’s beauty.  The athletes generally think he’s crazy.  Similarly, his shot at infinity is lambasted by his style of pipe smoking wherein the symbolic infinity of the ring is flawed.  “Schtitt likes best of all smoke-shapes to try to blow rings, and is kind of lousy at it, blowing mostly wobbly lavender hot dogs.”[footnoteRef:208]  The failure at the ring can be interpreted in various ways of greater or lesser lunacy, but abiding by this existing analysis, his inability to produce a ring is representative of his inability to produce the stability he longs for, and certainly not the infinity.  A hot dog is a mass-market product of sketchy origin and quick depletion, far removed from the elegance of the ring symbol, or the lunar character trying to blow smoke rings.  His authority is flawed.   [205:  Infinite Jest 82]  [206:  Infinite Jest 85]  [207:  Infinite Jest 80]  [208:  Infinite Jest 82] 

The nation of O.N.A.N. tries to actively harness the divine authority of the planetary bodies.  The reframing of the timescale of the novel into Subsidized Time represents a sort of religious shift.  Our most proximate calendars are ostensibly founded along with the dates of religious events like Hijra or the birth of Christ.  The occurrence of years named after products that purchase them indicate a new religious authority entrusted to advertising and corporate interests – the almighty dollar.  In this vision, the calendar of Subsidized Time has become lunar.  What exactly this means for the dating system of the novel, which uses familiar Gregorian month names, is ambiguous but it does indicate a retreat from the solar Gregorian calendar that has scheduled Western life for quite sometime in an effort to reframe authority on O.N.A.N.’s terms.
Similarly, the authority of the moon lingers about Ennet House, which is described as being one of “seven moons orbiting a dead planet”[footnoteRef:209] – the dead planet being a defunct veterans’ hospital at the center of the complex.  The number seven is laden with divine implications.  The Qur’an makes reference to Allah’s creation of seven heavens.[footnoteRef:210]  One theory goes that such refers to the seven “planets” including the moon that are visible from the Earth with the naked eye.[footnoteRef:211]  The presence of seven heavens is in no way unique to Islam, being inherited from Jewish writings.  However, Muhammad was said to have ascended through those seven heavens on a voyage known as the isra’ or mi’raj, the “ascension.”[footnoteRef:212]   The episode is one of the quintessential instances of mystical ecstatic in the whole of the prophetic cycle, as well as being quite Postmodern and quite hallucinogenic.  In each of these sevens heavens, Muhammad conducts an interview with a prior prophet.  Plot happens, progress is made, and scriptural lineage is reinforced in this story.  Ennet House is situated as a similar zone of spiritual inquiry, a moon around a planet that has suffered an apocalypse, a military one, seeing that this is a veterans’ hospital.  Residents within the house think that house leader “Pat M. just about hung the moon.”[footnoteRef:213]  Such phrasing enforces a sort of irrevocable certainty, the mythic prevalence of lunarity and the power endemic to reference thereto.  It is done with humor, but that humor forms the basis of the real mythic certainty with which the residents of Ennet House approach their own worlds.  Lunar power drags them out of narcotic life.   [209:  Infinite Jest 193]  [210:  e.g. 41:12, 65:12, 67:3 etc., ]  [211:  See Maulvi Muhammad Ali’s commentary on 65:12]  [212:  See Surat al-Isra a.k.a. Bani-Israeel 17:1 for a brief allusion, though the Hadiths in Sahih al-Bukhari illustrate it further in Book 54 “Beginning of Creation,” Hadith Number 429]  [213:  Infinite Jest 1033 n.193] 

Gately’s final sobriety is another reinforcement of the same.  In the scene of Gately’s rock-bottom that I described above, he ends up flat on his back on the beach.  The final words of the novel express his situation and conclude with “the tide was way out.”[footnoteRef:214]  The tide is a lunar phenomenon; it is the effect of an uneven gravitational pull of the moon on the water and land of Earth.  As Gately is pulled outside the hamster-wheel of his own addiction and the ring of the narrative, the moon is pulling on the tide, the seemingly infinite ocean restrained by the extra-terrestrial authority. [214:  Infinite Jest 981] 

The relationship between authority and the planetary is one that is essential to the Qur’anic claims about the signs of God.  “And of His signs are the night and the day and the sun and the moon.  Do not prostrate to the sun or to the moon, but prostrate to Allah, who created them, if it should be him that you worship.”[footnoteRef:215]  Similarly, the cyclical nature of the cycles of sun and moon are expressed as signs of Allah’s eternal dominion:  “To Allah belong the east and the west.”[footnoteRef:216]  By depending upon ayat, both within and without the Qur’an in the place of the sort of miracles that Christianity or Judaism attribute to their holy people, the importance of the planetary is a way of expressing a dominion of Allah both visible and unfathomable to the initial audience of the Qur’an.   [215:  Qur’an Surat Fussilat 41:37]  [216:  It should be noted that the terms used for “east” and “west” in Arabic are lexically tied to the words for “rise” and “set” in the context of the sun. ] 

Both the ring and the moon reach their synthesis in the thirty symbols scatter across Infinite Jest that look like this:  These symbols verge on the forms of the ring and the moon.   Maybe they are an eclipse, maybe even the sort of lenses that James Incandenza used to record his films.  They are one of the trademark elements of the novel, forming the primary means that the text is divided up in the absence of chapter markings other than dates, times, and locations.  It is, then, of the utmost importance that symbols nearly identical to the above appear in certain Qur’ans editions printed with English.[footnoteRef:217]  It is even more noteworthy that such symbols divide Infinite Jest up into 30 pieces under lunar heading, because the Qur’an is divided so as well.  Aside from the 114 Surat and the Ayat that fall within them, the Qur’an is divided into 30 even sections called juz’, or ajiza’ in the plural, meaning “piece” or “section.”  These sections are not part of the revelation of the Qur’an, but were instead developed to allow Muslims to read through the Qur’an over the course of a lunar month, especially Ramadan.  These passages form equal length slices of reading over the Sawr, which vary drastically in size.  It is not until juz’ 3 that the Qur’an departs from Surat al-Baqarah, Surah 2 and the longest in the text, whereas the final juz’ lasts from Surat 78 an-Nabaa, through to Surat 114 an-Nas.  The last sawr of the Qur’an are so short as to merit this because they were, chronologically, the earliest; they compose a disproportionate number of the most widely recited and quoted lines of the Qur’an.  The very inverse effect applies to Infinite Jest.  The first of lunar symbols in the novel come rapidly, punctuating every initial setting-shift, and so, coming every few pages or so.  By the end of Infinite Jest, not only are scenes rolling over each other faster and faster, but also the moons have slowed down.  The process of reading through Infinite Jest by these moons would become, in itself, a parallel to addiction, demanding greater and greater consumption of pages in a compelling way.   [217:  E.g. Maulvi Muhammad Ali’s Qur’an and Commentary.  Note that symbols such as these are simplifications of the more standard aya-ending symbols that look similar but with little wings and usually contain the number of the aya within them.] 


iii. Disorder, Humility, Creation, and a Textual Terra Nova
There is no guessing at motivation behind the Qur’an’s stylings without marching through seriously muddy waters.  However, the function of the Qur’an within the Muslim community is among the highest roles of literature to be found in the world.  It is miracle in its own right, as text, the subject of i’jaz, or “inimitability.”  It is so beyond human comprehension as to challenge human literary production to come up with anything like unto it, even a single ayah.  The forms of media we most often see broadcast in our world idealize the shutting out of all other forms of word or thought.  The experience of reading many novels is supposed to be a process that consumes the reader until the reader consumes the novel, for example, to say nothing of how emphatic media forms like computer games pitch themselves as “addictive” as though it were a positive.  However, the notion that I am more interested in is the idea that the Word itself can be a divinely powerful force, that a single language (in this case Arabic) can be so thoroughly manipulated as to be a fitting messenger for the divine.  It is not just Muhammad who got to convey the Qur’an; the Arabic language takes on a role as prophet.  What that proposes is that a language can carry the divine, that language can build an infinity in a process that is the inversion of the story of Babel, in which mankind tried to build an infinite tower and was cursed with polygloticism.  Furthermore, that a Book can hold within it phonetic productions worthy of infinite consideration in their native tones and within its particular binding dialect.  There is a real passionate optimism within the Qur’an:  that language, an inherently temporally placed and humanly determined structure, encased in a book can perpetuate itself through its repetition and exchange between peoples across eons and produce new ideas and exist within new social spheres based on those repetitions.  
The foundational force of Infinite Jest’s drive to anti-narrativism is to create a new world that can simply survive.  This new world is not necessarily anything dogmatic per se, but it is puritanically against the self-indulgences of O.N.A.N. or Infinite Jest, dangerous and proximate extensions of the America of the turn of the millennium.  Those forces are the sort of Quraishi profiteers off spiritual dispersion.  The “idolatry of uniqueness” that is so caught up in the novel’s addictions is the fundamental problem that Infinite Jest sets itself against.[footnoteRef:218]  The perfect Entertainment is that which gives us everything that we want, right when we want it, and makes us feel perfect and special.  Hence, the film Infinite Jest gives you the background of your own infancy and your own perfect dependency upon the endlessly loving mother figure.  The privileges of that dependency come free of the charge of reciprocal affection because that maternal figure that brought you into the world is guilty of having killed you in a previous life, freeing you from filial responsibility.  The viewer, spectator, reader, audience in this equation is constantly suckled and treated as though he is owed something.  Infancy is nice, but perpetual infancy is a form of death at the hands of media. [218:  Infinite Jest 604] 

To avoid being the sort of fatal entertainment that the film Infinite Jest composes, the novel Infinite Jest makes demands upon the reader’s attention span, memory, and faculty with the English language.  The novel denies the reader what is considered the reader’s due, instead overpowering the notion that the reader can just receive anything and have it be worthwhile.  The effect is to encourage in the reader a humility like that which the participants in Alcoholics Anonymous must learn.  In AA, this humility comes in the face of what is referred to as a Higher Power, but AA cleverly sidesteps the need to understand the mechanics of any Higher Power.  More significant than mechanics is the tangible and enforced need for us to believe in such a power.  The linguistic and narrative outrageousness of the novel are representative literary reminders that maybe “no matter how smart you thought you were, you are actually way less smart than that.”  That Infinite Jest follows up that particular aphorism by saying that “’God’ does not apparently require that you believe in Him/Her/It before He/She/It will help you” serves to emphasize the fundamentally humility-inducing role that Infinite Jest’s higher power is supposed to emphasize.[footnoteRef:219]  The Higher Power of AA is anything that reminds the worshiper that they are flawed, and that they can listen and learn and survive.  It is a participatory religion of a distant deity whose distance in no way negates the importance of human duty to Him/Her/It.  This is a faith descended from Islam’s distant-yet-everywhere Allah:  you need not be the subject of what you call a miracle; look to the Sun, look to life, look to the Word, look to everything around you and name that properly:  miraculous. [219:  Infinite Jest 201] 

The miracle of sobriety within Infinite Jest is accomplished in tandem with the human exchange of information.  In AA, addicts share intensely personal stories without the egocentric goals associated with the personal narrative.  Instead, these stories propel outward from the speaker and give the listener the chance to Identify, to Hear.  The miracle of deep attention to another voice is inextricable from that of sobriety.  It is in the exchange of information, stories, and simple voices that Infinite Jest finds its salvation and in that exchange that addicts find their second life sober.  
There is a problem with the way that we consume media, a particularly American one in which art forms, including the novel, are approached as consumable substances.  They become intellectual or social multi-vitamins to begin at one end and follow through to the end of the page and then be done with.  The reader in this relationship becomes a strip-miner, oftentimes just searching for the plot and main characters.  Infinite Jest lays out a multi-layered assault against this attitude, even asking at one point “are you just looking for some Cliff-Note summary so that you can incorporate the impression of depth into some new panty-removal campaign?”[footnoteRef:220]  The uni-directional consumption of media, like any of the other sorts of consumptive and compulsive behaviors within the novel, is something to be suspicious of when reading the novel. [220:  Infinite Jest 1012 n.110] 

Being such a gigantic text, full of arcana and scientific regressions and internal debates within the narrative, it might seem that Infinite Jest wishes to create in itself a discrete entity that is impossible to absorb.  Roughage, as it were.  However, we have already seen how perpetually elusive true discreteness and autonomy are within the novel’s moral hierarchy.  Instead, Infinite Jest pulls on the outside world that might have some chance at whatever is the nearest approximation to infinity.  It pulls on the reader of the novel to enter into its extratextual, extracurricular plot.  Wai-Chee Dimock wrote to this point, proposing
a conception of the "human" that grants the species the power to perpetuate its handiwork:  handiwork finite but not trivial, emanating from the physical body but not ending with its biological end.  This nonending means that every member of the species can count on the species as a whole to serve as a buffer as well as a solvent:  a vast, ever-expanding, and ever-receptive archive, compiling and collating all that we have done and all that we would ever want to do.  Human beings are the only creatures on the planet who reproduce through archives.[footnoteRef:221] [221:  Dimock, Wai Chee Through Other Continents 57-58] 

Humanity, in this view, is most distinctive in that it has a chance of approaching recursion, may climb the asymptotes toward the always-untouchable infinity via our textual reproduction.  However, I do not see Infinite Jest’s goal as being simply a self-perpetuating breeding ground, an onanistic reproducer.  It is supposed to create something outside of itself and give to the reader at the same time that it demands of the reader.  The demands upon the reader end up being in themselves a gift.
The formation of a text that extends beyond itself and beyond the delights its individual readers is Infinite Jest’s self-assembly goal.  The novel connects such a potential reading of itself to the world it sets forth as fate – that of O.N.A.N. in which all people are servants to their own consumptive, masturbatory, and ultimately worthless drives.  The refutation of such a world is accomplished with the enforcement of a new communal moral code, one that is accomplished by the dictums of AA and enforced by presenting and then fracturing the illusionary, self-sustaining rings of solipsism.  In the same way that it took a desperate, suicidal addict to bust through the Quebecois highway mirrors that had caused many “Naively empiricist” drivers to crash and burn, the novel seeks to violate traditional personal sensory experience in favor of a broader mission.[footnoteRef:222]  [222:  Infinite Jest 311] 


Benediction
The primacy of a scriptural reading of Infinite Jest rooted in the Qur’anic understanding of the scriptural tradition is one that recognizes that the role of scripture as text is its own form of divinity.  It recognizes that the Postmodern smoke and mirrors that seem to be the distinguishing features of Infinite Jest are actually equated with the evils the novel satirizes or vilifies.  The scriptural novel is one that demands a reader to exert an effort of faith that could easily be misguided in approaching Infinite Jest, a novel that denies solutions to its own presented conflicts.  But the real kicker is that, by the time you have followed those conflicts as far as you can down their respective rabbit holes – why can’t Hal talk?  Mold?  DMZ?  Marijuana withdrawal?  The ghost of his father? – you have been absorbed into the novel and taken in its particular jargon and worldview.  What is so charitable about the novel, as compared to its internal opposite, Infinite Jest, is that Infinite Jest does not totally compel the reader.  Rather, Infinite Jest impels the reader into mental and spiritual examination through its own reading while providing its own roadmap, dictionary, and holy book.
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