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As auyone who has spene any time among them can artese, contemporary
poets and ctitics of poetry often display a teal enchusiasm for the act of
dividing the world of poetry in half and taking up residence on one side
ot the other. One aligns, almost as a mateer of course, with eithet “main-
seream” ot “expetimental” poetry, “tradition” ot the “avant-garde, “official
veese culture™ on the grimy froth of the margins. But cuciously, such side-
taking seems to have incieased in stridency even as the formations them-
selves have become more and more confused, either because the margins
have been subsunied by the center, or because the barbarian hordes have,
ac last. stormied Rowme and installed chemselves as its new rulers. By the
lae 19905, the pactisans of expetiment and the avant-garde had taken up
key positions within the academy and other traditionally powerful institu-
tions, it the same time as a new discourse of “hybridity” ot the “middle

path” praposed to facilitate the marciage of center and extremity. See, for
usstance, the debates around the creation of Fence magazine—a magazine

and book publishet which took as its domain not one camp ot the other,
but the “fence” between them.) It is thetefore a bit disingenuous—or

pethaps just ecroncous—for Oren lzenbetg to frame his provocative and

msighetul new book, Beiny Nuwerous: Poetry and the Gronud of Social Life,

as 2 1esponse to “a neatly unanimous literary-historical consensus” abour

these divisions (1). In my own memory, every time such a distinction was

bioached a chorus of voices would atise to controvert, complicate, ot

hacry it, and nothing aroused mote antagonism than, for instance, Ron

Sillman’s peepetual sortting of poets into such categories on his popular

blog. I inention this to suggest that, in a sensc, the distinction in question

hete has, as a secrer objecr, the contemporary moment. These categories,

that is. not only constitute a set of rruth-claims about modernism ot

postwar poety. Just as impottantly, they enable contemporary practitio-

ners to shacpen theic sense of self by making an example of the past, and

projectung theit own values backwards.
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Rather than attempting to ovetcome this division, 1zenbey propuses
a new distinction—based on "*ontological commitments” and " intention-
ality” (10) and less marred, in his opinion, by a supet ficial “impressionisim™
(31)—through which we mighe survey the twentieth century. :._ one
cotnet, we have the poetry of “aesthetic splendor,” poetry n which, as
critics like Susan Stewatt have made quire clear, the relation between per-
sou and poein is mediated by sensuous particulats embodied in *“chat class
of.objects we call poems” (17). In the other corner, we have a m_<_.n_.,....m
and depacticularized “non-poetry” that aims not to create objects of acs-
thetic expetience bue to confer value—sometimes through the medium
of poetry—on “persons” in the absiract. )

Beiug Numerons seeks ro develop a theoretical account of n_zm Lateer po-
etry. Izenbetg describes this type as a “non-poetry™ (11), siuce its iced to
distinguish an abstract yer. substantial personhood wcvnn:ﬂ.“__:m all persons
requites it to fotgo the patriculatizing pleasure of aesthesis, to _.u.a.._mn..mwn.
mal mastery” (16) ot even, in its most extreme formulations, to imagine
a “poetry without poems.” Fot this teason, he argues, poets such asYeats,
Oppen, O'Hara and the many writers associated with Languaye poctry
find themselves, despite theit prodigious gifis, “subvetting ot desiroying
the very medium that bears them” {(4). i

This is an original and provocative explanation of the “ditliculry” _%.
much twentieth-century poetry, its destructive attitude and its refusal ol
conventional forms of racionality ot meaning, tepresentation o1 aestheuc
pleasure. Bur 1zenberg wants his categories to function not just as specula-
tive reocientations but as literary-histotical matkets, and in this he 1s less
than convincing. He gives us no hints as to what a new literay history
motivated by his categoties mighe look like, how it mighe cur chrough
ot clarify existing groupings, schools, alliances, friendships, and antago-
nisms, ot their relationship to intellectual, social, polirical, and economic
developments. Though he claims at several points thar the catepories
mighe ::unq-Vn established views about who belongs whete, almost all of
the poets whose wotk he treats as “non-poetry” hail fiemly froni the ex-
petimentalist camp. (Yeats is an exception, but given that he stands at the
headwaters of modetnism, most critics would find no comipulsion to plice
him on one side or the othet.) Taking the case of Oppen ot O'Haro—two
of the poets featured in Beiug Nmuerous—would “personhood” retine
our understanding of eithet “Objectivism” ot the “New Yotk School™?
lzenberg does nor say, although he does evince skepticism about these
categories.
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to temtorce the skeprical position, Wittgenstein (and Kripke following
hiin) suggests that owr ecron lies in conceiving of language as a vehicle
thut nansits understanding from one mind to anothet rather than a
mesh of practices in which out behaviors agice ot disagree, regardless of
the images ot understanding in out minds. “To imagine a language is to
inwgine a form of life” (7) as Wittgenstein weites amously. O, as Oppen
puts i, “My language which proves 1 am not alone” (87). The very fact
that Crusoe writes ar all proves that he is not alone. It also proves that he
ts alonc, as all of us are. Oppen: “we are others, we are wewbers of others, aud
dercfore wone” (Oppen 64).

We can see inumediarcly char Marx and Wittgenstein agree, in this
istance, that language is primatily a social fact, one that precedes the
individual. But Izenberg constructs an opposition between them in order
to atgue, via Wittgenstein, that “Oppen's understanding of the truth of
poetry 1s preciscly ar odds with any account of vittue that depends on the
social deteeminations of a *form of life”™ (106). In line with this reading
of Wirtgenstein, 1zenbetg has Oppen proposing a solution to something
unresolved in the Wittgenseeinian line of argument—something thar
Wittgenstein and Kripke had, in fact, demonstrated to be both impos-
sible and unnecessary. lzenbetg writes thar Kripke "does uot explain why
we <hould think of [Crnsoc] as following a mle. How we might come to rec-
ognize cule-following as such . . . is not ac all cleac” (94). For Wittgenstein
aud Kripke, however, the point is char what we think—the image in ouc
muds—has very lirtle to do with ir. As Wittgenstein writes, “*obeying a
tale’ is 2 practice. And to thauk one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule”
{690). Bur 1zenberg needs the rule ro be ontologically real (rathet than
pragmatically real) because he wants to move away from a construceivise
1cading of language use—which would suggest that language communi-
ties develop in historical and social rerins—to what we might rerm an
“immanentist” view, one that accords with his ethical universalism: the
shared understanding between one person and anothet, between us and
Crusoc. depends only on a prelinguistic and piereflective “'silent exten-
sion pf credit” (95) not on any particular, contingent set of meanings. Out
shared life is alceady thae. 1c does not need o be made or constructed.

In other words (Oppen’s words, in fact): “they ate there,” priot to
1ecagnition (99). Being human does not depend npon any quality ot rela-
tion. bur on an ontological given. This tuen toward onrological founda-
tions is the very core of the book, and its innovative reading of Language
poctry—a teading to which the entitety of the book builds—tevolves
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around this move. But before we ger to that crucial chapree, 1 waue
note that the imnanentist position seenis to owe a grear deal to an unac
knowledged figure, Mactin Heidegger, whose acsthetics and philosophy
are quite close to the positions developed in Bring Numerons. Oue quickly
recogmizes that the notion of “personhood” proposed here—a personhood
distinguished from any patricular set of predicates ot identity—is very
much Heidegger's Bring, which we will iemember must be distinguished
from patticulat beings (something that previous metaphysics with its ana-
lytic, differentiating form of thought, could ot do). This is very much
analogous to the argument that 1zenbetg uses against not only the poctcy
of “aesthetic splendor” (7), bur the criticism which atcempts to distiuguish
it. Unlike aesthetic thought, the (Heideggerian) poetics of personhood
finds that “the insistence upon difference {(between poets, between verse
genees, indeed between one person and anothet) is the very problem n
need of a solution™ (34). If one then remembers that, in Heidegper, aes-
thetics and aesthesis is also the problem rather than solution—teducing
art to an “enframed"’ object—the closeness of the nwo arguinents appears
unmistakable. Like Heidegger’s Héldelin, lzenberg's Oppen provides a
form of authentic language which discloses the otiginary souice of e
common being beneath the merely numerous and fractious world of ap-
pearances. .

lzenbetg’s pursuic of this common being leads him o locate, in
Language poetry, not just the poets’ obvious intetest in callaborative
practice—as in the book Leniugrad, which forms the primay focus of
his chapter—bur a kind of collecrive style, involving thousands upon
thousands of latgely homogeneous poems macked by *“pacatactic stiuc-
ture, low affect, quizzical tone, and theorerical otientation” {141). This
is the first misstep in the chapret, since such a chanacterization is inape
for writers who are inaiguably part of Language poetry (Lyn Hejinian,
Cada IunJ:,EE. Leslie Scalapino, Bob Perelman), not to mention oucli-
ers and fellow travelers who form importtant points of teference withine
the experimentalist galaxy (figures like Stephen Rodefer, Clack Coolidge,
Bernadette Mayet, and Hannah Weinet). It does not even hold up againse
his own quored examples, in pacticulac a highly hypotactic passage from
one of Lyn Hejinian's contributions to Leniugrad. 1zenbery hangs a great
deal on this conception of a common style. which he suggests oblitetates
the differences between individual poets and poems borh, and therefore,
in its refusal of pacticulacity, reveals the innatc grammatical structuces
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Ir lzenberg is skeptical abour che limits of current literary his-
tonCIsIn, pacticalaly its “elaboration of ever-mote-finely differentiated
micro-histoties of literary genres and fimctions” (31-32), neither does he
practice the other kind of historicization—the kind we might associare
E_:,_ someone like Fredric jameson—in which the individual literary
muatact 15 placed in the broad stream of global history in ordet to adjudge
the dynamics of the lactet by the small distuibances the former creates.
He does give a few indications of how this lactet type of history mighet
ke shape, saying ar various points that the poetics of personhood and
non-poetry responds to “ctises of human value” (3) with “a civilizational
s,_u.r to reground the concept and the vahie of the person” {1). The “pre-
political and ontological commitments” (4) chat lzenberg locates, even
though they might veer off in directions both progressive and mﬁnmu.r dis-
close the possibility of “a new humanism.” lzenberg’s poets bear witness
to a century of dehunianization against which they “attempt to make the
person appeat anew as a value-bearing fact” (35). This aspect of 1zenbetg’s
argument is less than sadisfying: not once does he reckon with the many
ceitics of universalist humanism, from Marx through Lukics and Adotno
and Horkheimer to Detrida and Spivak. Although in a few places he
suggests that his universalism should be distinguished from other post-
Enlightenment univetsalisms, he never says how.

But even if he is wrong about the implications of his categories, the
caregorics themselves are largely persuasive, as long as one is pecmitted to
ake sume impoctant qualifications and provide some missing criticality
about theit philosophical bases. George Oppen, the subject of the second
nrum..nn_. docs scem motivated by a profound ambivalence toward (or dis-
...u_.uaunao: with) the face of poetry, one that is bound up ar every turn
with 4 temptacion toward philosophical skepticism and even solipsism.
lzenberg, therefore, interprets Oppen's twenty-five-yeat silence as an
essential part of his poetic project: “a poetic solution to the problem of
theeatened sociability” (81). But unlike other critics who see the silence
a5 2 quest for a solution in poetry, lzenberg sugpests that the silence was
itself the solution fo poetry, an attempr to deny the powet of language—to
treat “words™ as “enemies,” as Oppen wrires, and to move beyond them
nwssa common humanity. Oppen’s retutn to poetry is not a return from
silence bur a retutn with silence—hence the gravity and hesitance of the
late poems, where each wotd is earen away by resonant silences. For 1zen-
betg, Oppen’s silence (which never ended) was a recognition “that such
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knowledge as poems need . . . must teside in a distinction not realized s
things that can take on formal differences; not realized in other wotds, 11
words” (84).

The exact form of such a distinction—really more like an acknowl-
edgment, since it is predicated on non-distinction——gets elaborared in a
very complex argument about the figure of Robinson Crusoe in Op
pen’s “Of Being Numerous,” in Marx. and in Saul Kripkes reading of
Wittgenstein'’s “private language” acgument. Since this acgument gets
to the very heart of the philosophical positions in lzenberg’s book, it is
worth tracking. Both the poem and the figure of Crusoe concein the
precise relation of the individual to the collective—the “shipweeck / of
the singulac” and the “meaning / Of being numecrous.” lzenberg's chapeet
wotties the question of how we can say that Ciusoe was “rescucd” (The
word is in quotes in the poem.) How do we understand the restoration uf
Crusoe to the social rotality? Does it even make scnse to think of him as
having left it in the fitst place? For Marx, the novel Rebinson Crusoc aud
its many latet tecapitulations (Robinsonades) are 2 kind of utigiu nyth
for the bourgeoisie, a way in which contemporary class socicty projects
its own contingent social relacions onto the past, eternizing them. The
“individual and isolated hunter and fisherman,” whose indunstriousness
forms an explanation for the emetgence of cucrent society in Ricardo and
Smith is, in fact, derecmined by present socicty, just as the frec individnal
of bourgeois socicty upon which this mythic fishetman is based could not
exist outside of a patticular social matrix (Marx 83-84). Fo1 Marx, then,
Crusoe underscores the fact that social relations precede the individual,

While 1zenbetg acknowledges that this Marxian Crusoe provides
a crucial intectext for Oppen, he contrasts it with what he imagines
as Oppen's response to a certain problermatic in the latet philosophy
of Wittgenstein. Throughout his later wotk, Wittgenseein atenipts to
evacuare the skeptical position—which he nevertheless ambuaes with
poetry and pathos—by demonstrating its sel-contradicrory natuee. lu
the so-called “private language” atgument, he shows that acreinpts to
verify thar language implies shared meaning ot common undeistanding
are fundamentally impossible, since any observed behaviot imght resub
from obedience to an infinite numbet of integnal “rules” (Wittgensiem
75-81). Even if, as Kripke demonstrates in his elucidation of the argu-

ment, | produce the cotrect tesponse to the opcration 2 + 2, there 1s no
way to demonstrate that, internally, 1 followed the operation of addinon
rathet than some othet operation (Kripke 7-13). Whilc chis mnighe scem
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te teinforce the skeptical position, Wittgenstein {and Kripke following
liim) suggests chat our error lies in conceiving of language as a vehicle
that transmits understanding from one mind to another rather than a
mesh of practices in which out behaviors agree ot disagree, regardless of
the inages ot andetstanding in our minds. “To imagine a language is to
uagiie a form of life” (7) as Wictgenstein weites famously. O, as Oppen
puts 1t, "My language which proves 1 am not alone” (87). The very fact
that Crusoe svrites at all proves thae he is not alone. It also proves that he
t> dlonie. as all of us ate. Oppen:“uwe are others, we are wembers of others, and
thercfing aloue” (Oppen 64).

We can see immediately thar Marx and Wittgenstein agree, in chis
uistance, that lainguage is primarily a social fact, one that precedes the
mdwidual. But 1zenberg constructs an opposition between them in order
ta acguce, via Wicegenstein, chac “Oppen’s understanding of the truth of
poctry is precisely at odds with any account of virtue that depends on the
sacial deteeminations of a ‘form of life™ (106). In line with this reading
of Wittgeustein, lzenbetg has Oppen proposing a solution to something
witesolved in the Wirttgensteinian line of argument—something chat
Wiregenstewn and Kripke had, in fact, demonstrated ro be both impos-

sible and unnecessary. lzenbeig writes thac Kripke “does uot explain why

we shoalid think of [Crusoc] as following a mile. How we might come to rec-
ounize rule-following as such . . . is not ac all cleac™ (94). For Wittgenstein
aud Kripke, howevet, the point is thar what we think—the image in our
munds—has vety lictle to do with it. As Wirtgenstein writes, "*obeying a
tule’ is a practice. Aud to thiuk one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule”
(1190). Bur lzenberg needs the tule to be ontologically real {rathet than
praginatically real) because he wants to move away from a constructivist
teading ot linguage use—which would suggest thac language communi-
acs develop in historical and social teems—to whar we might tecm an
“unnunentist” view, one that accords with his ethical universalism: the
shured nadetstanding between one person and another, between us and
{rusoc. depends only ou a prelinguistic and preceflective “silent exten-
sion of credit” {95) not on auy particular, contingent set of meanings. Quc
shated life is already there. It does not need to be made ot constructed.
lu other woids (Oppen’s words, in facr): "they are there,” priot 0
recoguition (99). Being human does not depend upon any quality ot rela-
non, but on an ontological given. This turn roward ontological founda-
s is the very core of the book, and its innovative reading of Language
poetry—a reading to which the cntirety of the book builds—revolves
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around this move. But before we get to that crucial chaptet, 1 wait to
note that the immanentist position seems to owe a great deal to an unac-
knowledged figure, Mardn Heidegget, whose aesthetics and philosophy
are quite close to the positions developed in Being Nmmerous. One quickly
recognizes that the notion of"personhood” proposed here—a personhood
distinguished from any pacticular set of predicates ot identity—is very
much Heideggers Being, which we will remembet must be distinguished
from particulat beings {(something that previous metaphysics with its ana-
lytic, differendiating forin of choughe, could not do). This is very much
analogous ro the argument that lzenbetg nses against not only the pocrry
of “aesthetic splendot” (7), bur the criticism which attempts to distinguish
it. Unlike aesthetic thoughr, the (Heideggerian) poetics of persouhood
finds char “the insistence upon diffetence (between poets, between verse
genres, indeed between one person and another) is the very problem in
need of a solution” (34). If one then temembers that, in Heidegyer, acs-
thetics and aesthesis is also the problem rather than solution-tedacing
are to an “enframed” object—the closeness of the ewo aiguments appeas
unmistakable. Like Heidegger's Holdetlin, 1zenberg’s Oppen provides a
form of authentic language which discloses the originary source of the
common being beneath the metely numerous and fractious woild of ap-
pearances.

lzenbetg’s pursuit of this common being leads him to locate, in
Language poetry, not just the poers’ obvious interest in collaboative
practice—as in the book Leningrad, which forins the primary focus of
his chaptet—bur a kind of collective style, involving thonsands upon
thousands of latgely homogeneous poems maiked by “pararacric stiuc-
tute, low affect, quizzical rone, and theoretical orientacion” {141). This
is the first misstep in the chapret, since such a charactetization is inape
for wreiters who are inarguably patt of Language poctry (Lyn Hejinian.
Cacla Iﬁéﬂunf_lnm:n Scalapino, Bob Perclman), nor to mention o:&-
ers and fellow travelers who form itnportant points of 1eference within
the experimentalist galaxy (figures like Stephen Rodefer, Claik Coolidge,
Bernadette Mayer, and Hannah Weinet). It does not even hold up againse
his own quoted examples, in particulac a highly hypotactic passage from
one of Lyn Hejinian's contributions to Leningrad. lzenberg hangs a great
deal on this conception of 2 common style, which he suggests obliterarcs
the differences between individual poets and pocms both, and therefore,
in its refusal of particulacity, teveals cthe innate grammatical structures
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vinmon 16 ull of us (and, presumably, hardwired into out brains). In other
swords, his wecount of Language poctry, aud his claims for its paramount
anportance {which are, 1 believe, quite sincere, however backhanded they
inghe seem) rest on the ability of the collective style ro “make it possible
to scparate the universal grammat from the merely idiosyncratic habits of
a single person” (155).

It is a fascinating aigument. One almost wishes it wete erue. Bur as |
have ndicated eaclier, 1zenberg’s attempt to come up with a desctiption
that ideitifics the nuass of Language poetry and its neat relatives fails from
the stare. One mighe look at the examples he gives, which include writers

ay far from Language poctry (however defined) as Marjorie Welish and -

Jenniter Moxley (158). One of his key claims is that Language poetry’s
expetimentation operates peimatily in syntactic tecms, along what Ro-
man Jakobson calls the “asis of comnbination.” But many of the examples
he odees fail to conform in precisely chis way, many of them violate not
sianimadcal bur semantic tules, and inany violate neither rules of syntax
101 semantics but rules—as Silliman indicates in *“The New Sentcnce”—
tur coherent combination of sentences into paragraphs. lzenbetg’s claim
ter the fundamental sameness of these seenis to depend upon his inability
ar nnwillingness o 1ecognize difference.

He is, however, absoluiely cotrect that the object and ground of much
Language poerry is sociality itself. Oftentimes, this takes the form of po-
<t atrilucing o grammar and syntax a modeling function, where the
relationship between patts of speech, sentences, ot phrasal units models
the relationships between individuals ot between the individual and the
callectivity. And he is also tighe 1har Language poets are concetned with
developing a notion of a collective subject in opposition to a simplistic
counception of the individual lyric voice. But he does not demonstrate
why we should disregard theit repeated insistence thar their project is a
anetucavise one inmassimilable to Chomskyan nativism, Even if they are
wrong tu think of language as the neutral, plastic ground of social detec-
minanon, whose manipulation can yield up any number of contingent
sactal forms (rathet than containing a kind of inherent ontological deep
gramiac 1that remains inviolable), one could always respond thar this
cnticisim eres by thinking thae literature eraffics in truth-claims abour the
world. Rather, it seenis enticely valid to suggese that literatuce is capable
ot acting ws if'it inhabited a universe with laws other than those that ate
w clicer bere and now, wharever the deep structute of the grammat in
which such acting-as-if takes place.!

.
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Intriguingly, a better object for lzenbery's atgument would be can-
temporary “conceptual poetry,” which builds on cerrin clements of
Language poetry, and which Marjotie Petloff recently anoineed as the
twenty-first-century avant-garde to wacch, passing to conceptual poets
the torch eatlier bestowed upon Language writers. These poets—niany
of whom celebrate theit ""unteadability” and the absolurely uninteresting
characret of theic writing, apart from the concepts that motivate it—ate
a much berrer fic for 1zenberg’s account of an undifferentiated mass of
charactetless language. Bu, of course, it is through contemporary mani-
festations like conceprual wo.mmd. that elements of the past become vis-
ible. It is through the various arguments made for conceptual poerry, tor
instance, that we can come to see Lauguage poetry as pacticipating m an
eatlier, related project (along with an even eadier moment of sixties and
seventies conceptualism in are and writing, to which it retuens). All one
atguments about the past, that is to say, take the present moment as their
secret object.

One unacknowledged “present” to which lzenberg’s book might
respond is the era of profound scatcity and gutred university budgets in
which twenty-first-century literary criticism proceeds. Academic insti-
tutions—and they ate nor alone in this, of course—produce a structural
compulsion upon writeis to distinguish themselves from each othet, to
make hypetbolic claims, to draw lines in the sand (lines which the waves
quickly wash away), a process that intensifies as resources vanish. ‘1ak-
ing exception to a milieu charactetized, all too often, by haic-splitting
and the narcissism of small differences, lzenberg produces an account of
patticulacity, style, distinction, and difference as a kind of violence. Oue
sees immediately, however, the double-bind into which he quietly walks:
to valorize universalism he must identify a pacticula “1ype” of poem; to
valorize indistinction, he must make distinctions. I he refuses to do so—if
he acts as his objects do, and refuses distinction—the field of poetry mani-
fests as pure difference. Abstract and universal personhood, as he detines
it here, seems less like “the ground of social life"” than one of its forius of
appearance.

Notes

1.See T J. Clak on Picasso for one example of how such an atgument inight
run {213-14).
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Postmodern Belief: American Litcrature and Religion since 1960
by Amy Hungerford
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Piess, 2010. 224 pages

Steven Belletto

Amy Hungerford’s Postmedan Belief: American Literatme and Reliyiau since
1960 mounts an ambitous and important intervention into the study
of postwar Ametican lirerature and culture. Hungerford draws togethet
two seemingly unrelated strains, postmodecnism and religious belief, to
show how a late-twentieth-century "belief in meaninglessness” became a
significant form of religious belief in an incteasingly seculac, iteevocably
pluralistic wotld. As she explains in het introduction,

This book will argue that a century and a half lacer |after Emer-
son], with religious critique so firmly a pair of ouc seculm con-
diton, belief without meaning beconies both a way ro maintain
religious belief rather than cridique its institutions and a way w
buttress the authority of the literature thar secks to imagine such
belief. Belief withour content becomes . . . a hedge against the
inescapable fact of pluralism.  (xii)

Hungerford thereby sidesteps more familiat accounts of literature as cither
embodying or condemning religious belief in orde1 to theotize how "be-
lief in meaninglessness” may tell a different story about postwar literature
and culture. Hungerford looks at numerous wortks of literature and licerary
and cridcal theory, and she ranges over Detrida and de Man (both key
thinkers fot het first book, A Holocaust of Texts) with the same confidence
she displays when recontextualizing the New Critics ot noting a wenewed
interest in the .anni:amm of the Bible in the 1970s and 19805; she offers
stmilatly nuanced readings of wreiters such as J. D. Salinger, Allen Ginsberg,
Cormac McCarthy, Toni Mottison, and Matilynne Robinson, among
others. In each of these cases, Hungertford's method is to place a wotk of
literature ot theory in new contexts, inventively tefraniing the work of
individual writers in ordet ro demonstrate the impoctance of belief in

meaninglessness as a frame fot understanding postwar American weiting.

Those coming ro the book with backgrounds in critical theory may
be most interested in how the aigument reconfigures the relationship
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