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Description

The wide-ranging, genre-bending work of American writer William T.
Vollmann has been largely neglected within the academy. My dissertation argues
that the work of literary and rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke offers a methodology
capable both of describing the formal aspects of Vollmann’s work and of articulating
the ethical concerns that underpin its stylistic and generic diversity. This project
shows that Vollmann’s work is distinguished by its concern with ethics, that is, with
the kinds of moral valuations we place on actors and actions as part of the “literary”
texture of a work. But these ethical problems are complicated by the way Vollmann
strategically employs the conventional mechanisms of literary response—plot,
protagonist, dramatic structure—to implicate the emotional (or pathotic) responses
of the reader in contexts usually reserved for analysis by more “factual” discourses.
Part of the challenge in approaching Vollmann as a literary critic is that his work, to
some degree, resists or refuses certain markers of literary-aesthetic “value”. The
“literary”, to Vollmann, is only another discourse to be used, ironized, and
challenged. This project will describe Vollmann'’s fictional and nonfictional works as
exercises in ethical casuistry: each of his works both invites an abstract, ethical
response at the same time that it performs a close analysis of the specific case in
question. Vollmann himself refers in this connection to the “perils of context” (Atlas
334), the fact that the complexity of experience always resists summation by an

abstract category.
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This project proposes to examine four Vollmann texts: although each draws
on a different set of discursive fields, they each use a given “official” discourse to
direct and clarify their ethical critiques. The Royal Family (2000) is the culmination
of Vollmann’s fictionalized representations of prostitution; Argall (2001) is the most
recent and the most subversive of his historical fictions; Imperial (2009) is a work of
creative nonfiction distinctive for employing both journalistic reportage and
historical research to construct a narrative of the decline of a once-fertile region of
California; Rising Up and Rising Down (2003) is a wide-ranging collection that
combines essays with reportage in an attempt to provide a casuistic analysis of
justifications for violence. Considering these works as “dialogic” combinations of
distinct discourses, each chapter of this dissertation investigates a text’s use of a
particular discourse: novelistic discourse in The Royal Family, history in Argall,
journalism in Imperial, and the essay in Rising Up and Rising Down.

There has been no criticism so far that describes the governing symbolic
structures of Vollmann’s work or that provides an ethical critique of Vollmann'’s
authorial stances. Although this project is, in many ways, an outgrowth of Wayne
Booth'’s ethical and ethotic criticism, my project interprets Vollmann's stylistic and
technical choices in terms of the rhetorical category of ethos. Booth was hugely
influential in insisting that literary criticism entails an explicit concern with ethical
judgments: ethical criticism, for Booth, encapsulates “any effort to show how the
virtues of narratives relate to the virtues of selves and societies” (Company 11).
More specifically, Booth explored ethos as a category capable of describing the
essentially rhetorical relationship between author, text, and reader, a direct
influence on the perspective of this project.

Traditionally, ethos is one of three modes of appeal in any rhetorical
situation: logos denotes the rational, logical characteristics of an argument, pathos
the dimension of emotional appeal. In this Aristotelian model, ethos, involves only
the speaker’s self-presentation, questions of credibility related to the author’s
projected wisdom, good will, and moral character. The modification that this project
proposes is to recognize that the category of ethos entails the other two, especially

in the context of the contemporary scene of literary production, reception and
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interpretation. Rational argument constitutes one important discursive strand of the
modern novel, but its function can only be understood in terms of the larger
structure of the work, which also includes its pathotic dimension.

Kenneth Burke’s distinction between grammatical and rhetorical levels of
analysis allows us to articulate both the internal, symbolic? logic of Vollmann’s work
and the cultural implications of his creative recombination of existing discourses.
Burke’s “pentad” also provides a framework that is capable of analyzing the motives
of acts and actors on different levels—both within a literary text and in broader,
cultural fields (Grammar xvi). Pentadic analysis provides an excellent method for
describing Vollmann'’s strategic stylization of character and action. Burke’s theories
have also been influential in the formulation of rhetorical genre theory, which
emphasizes the basis of genre in practice or action (Miller 151), and provides a
perspective from which to describe the discourses used in Vollmann'’s texts.

Considering Vollmann's style in terms of ethos emphasizes both the aesthetic
and the cultural dimension of his formal strategies. As Bakhtin notes, only in so-
called “literary” or “novelistic” discourse can normally exclusive discourses
influence and comment upon each other, creating the possibilities for new types of
commentary on the existing discourses of a culture: “Artistic form, correctly
understood, does not shape already prepared and found content, but rather permits
content to be found and seen for the first time.” (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics
43). Vollmann'’s artistic forms allow for the ethical reactions elicited by “literary”
representation to be applied to “factual” discourses normally governed by their own

methods of evaluation.

1 “Symbolic”, as used here, denotes the traditional literary-theory concept of
an object or sign that is understood to represent something else. Burke’s category of
“symbolic”, by way of contrast, focused on the role of the author’s psychology in the
selection of literary symbols and motifs—this aspect of Burke’s system was never
definitively theorized, and was abandoned by Burke in later years in favor of the
“logological” approach that arguably united the concerns of his “grammar” and
“rhetoric”.
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Chapter Plan

Chapter 1: Introduction

The first chapter of the dissertation will introduce the work of William T.
Vollmann, arguing that his fiction and non-fiction carefully and eloquently presents
an ethical critique that tends to be deflected by existing critical approaches.
Vollmann'’s work integrates and transforms several traditions in American
literature—Beat literature, sci-fi, the road narrative, “gonzo” and “New” journalism,
the travelogue, the “founding of America” topos—a continuity that demands that his
work be considered as part of its broader cultural context. At the same time,
Vollmann's formal and generic experimentation raises basic problems of
interpretation. This project argues that Vollmann’s ethical interests can only be
contextualized through consideration of the formal techniques used to present
them. Vollmann, despite his obvious commitment to the communicative power of
literature, is also constantly suspicious of the efficacy of literature as a mode of
social action. Hence the often counter-intuitive effects that his fiction and nonfiction
produce: Vollmann'’s “rhetoric” is less a matter of convincing the reader to assent to
a certain proposition than to force the reader’s emotional judgments into dialogue
with the usually unexplored political dimensions of literary representation. This
project approaches Vollmann’s works as exercises in ethical casuistry, a case-based
application of general rules to specific situations, with attention to the ways in
which particular contexts complicate or modify the rule.

This introductory chapter will also outline the organization of the
dissertation: each chapter will be devoted to reading one or more of Vollmann'’s
works through the lens of a specific discourse: literary, historical, journalistic or

non-fictional, and the essay.

Chapter 2: The Essay
The genre of the essay allows for an interesting intersection of discursive
fields: partly constituted by a meditative or confessional discourse and partly by a

“factual” one, essayistic prose allows the authorial figure a strategic freedom in
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shifting between “realistic” argument and more subjective modes of appeal. These
two modalities can be classified according to the traditional rhetorical rubric of
logos and ethos; analyzing the specific and strategic shifts between the two levels
gives us concrete information about the author’s rhetorical goals.

Rising Up and Rising Down, Vollmann’s seven-volume, non-fiction analysis of
casuistic justifications for violent self-defense, is split fairly evenly between essays
that apply Vollmann’s “moral calculus” to historical figures and case studies based
on Vollmann’s journalistic work. This text provides a model of Vollmann'’s concerns
in general precisely because it is self-consciously casuistic: it attempts to apply an
almost ironically formal “moral” calculus to the complex, ambiguous, and
epistemologically problematic fields of history and journalism. One concrete effect
of the essay’s mixture of discourses is in allowing Vollmann to position his historical
analyses on the “factual” plane, while simultaneously narrativizing the facts in an
openly rhetorical fashion. Vollmann exploits the flexibility inherent in the essayist’s
persona to explicitly measure real-world and historical events against an ethical

“calculus” of justifiability.

Chapter 3: Literary discourse

This chapter will propose a “grammatical” reading of Vollmann’s 2000 novel
The Royal Family. Although this novel could be profitably explored from a number of
perspectives, it represents a kind of culmination of Vollmann’s interest in
prostitution and the ways in which that subject poses interesting problems when
combined with conventionalized literary representations of sex and romance.

The Royal Family details the degradation and ultimate self-destruction of its
protagonist through the story of his involvement with a group of street prostitutes
in San Francisco. Kenneth Burke remarks on “how readily realism leads into
symbolism. For the succession of scenes both realistically reflects the course of
action and symbolizes it” (Grammar 3). Vollmann exploits this conjunction
throughout The Royal Family: his writing on prostitution and prostitutes
characteristically draws on realistic and journalistic elements as well as literary or

symbolic ones. For instance, Vollmann'’s use of the archetypal “virtuous prostitute”
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in The Royal Family elicits a sympathetic reaction that is simultaneously tempered
by the use of “realistic” detail. In the same fashion, the “literary” aspect of the
prostitute characters induces a sympathy that is complicated (or, arguably, made
realistically difficult) by Vollmann’s integration of the “journalistic” record in the
form of dialogue, settings, and anecdotes.

This reading of The Royal Family furnishes an example of Vollmann's
characteristic presentation of ethical problems: taking a situation from which an
ethical argument might be extracted (the novel could be read to argue, on one level,
that prostitution should be regulated instead of criminalized), Vollmann complicates
any abstract or idealistic statement of moral values by the “realistic” representation
of the actors involved. Where a stable system of moral valuations would attempt to
arrive at a definitive classification of moral actors according to kind (prostitutes are
morally compromised, but deserve sympathy because of their situation), Vollmann’s
depiction of character forces these judgments to deal more specifically with

questions of context, motivation, and individual freedom.

Chapter 4: Historical Fiction

This chapter will focus on Vollmann’s use of historical discourse as an
element in his novels, asking how the interaction of these two distinct discourses
provides opportunities for rethinking what Vollmann calls the “Symbolic History”
(Ice-Shirt 397) of our continent.

Vollmann’s most ambitious fictional project is the Seven Dreams series of
historical novels. Each novel in the sequence (four of the projected seven have been
completed) takes as its subject one of the early encounters between indigenous
populations and European explorers on the North American continent. Two of the
novels in particular—Fathers and Crows (1992) and Argall (2000)—are notable not
only for their skillful integration of the historical record into a novelistic structure,
but for their strategic use and misuse of both academic and popular histories.

Fathers and Crows, which focuses on the 18th-century Jesuit missions to New
France, compares the religious imperialism of the French mission to the genocidal

policy of the British. The endnotes to this novel show Vollmann'’s involvement in the
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limited anthropological research on contemporary Huron and Iroquois cultures. The
novel uses aspects of the historical and anthropological record to undermine the
mythological cultural narrative of the “settling” of America while exploiting its
broad narrative structure: in examining the dynamics of European influence on the
pre-revolutionary continent, Vollmann deflates the founding myths of America by
integrating the motivations of the historical actors into the dramatic structure of the
novel.

Foucault argues that the apparent “necessities” of history are in fact
contingent, conditioned by a multiplicity of aleatoric and strategic factors.
Vollmann's fiction arguably performs the same kind of historical critique that
Foucault describes as “eventalization”, the position that the apparent necessity of
the historical “event” must be problematized, “rediscovering the connections,
encounters, supports, blockages, plays of forces, strategies, and so on, that at a given
moment establish what subsequently counts as being self-evident, universal, and
necessary” (Power 226-7). Vollmann’s Seven Dreams can be read as a fictional
genealogy of America, accomplishing a similar task through a novelistic medium.
Vollmann is interested in dismantling the apparently singular “event”: the victory of
the British in North America or the founding of Jamestown. Vollmann’s concern with
representing the institutional pressures that dictate personal interest suggests an
important theoretical point: as all historical discourse partakes of aspects of the
literary, it may be no less epistemologically valid to explore “historical” truths
through “fiction” than to posit a factual “history” as the background of a “fictional”

work.

Chapter 5: Non-Fiction

Vollmann’s professional work as a journalist constitutes his most public,
high-profile engagement with non-literary forms of discourse. Journalistic non-
fiction provides an example of a discursive system that is strictly governed by the
categories of facticity and of objectivity: events and descriptions need to have a

basis in verifiable fact, while the author-function is expected to maintain a position
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free of prejudice. Of course, the long tradition of “gonzo” and “New” journalism in
American letters was predicated on a shift in emphasis from event to observer.
Imperial, as a work of creative nonfiction that integrates novelistic,
journalistic, and historical elements, exploits the same ambiguity of authorial ethos
as Rising Up and Rising Down. But whereas that work attempts to glean general
principles from a wealth of specific detail, Imperial focuses on the specificity of the
historical, journalistic, or anecdotal material that constitutes it, often entirely eliding
the authorial persona in favour of concrete detail. Focusing on Vollmann'’s strategic
use of an author-speaker, this chapter helps to clarify the overall concerns of the
project by showing the ways in which narrative focalization—even in nonfiction—is
both a function of the discursive “scene” and a strategic choice that allows for a

disruption of the interpretive authority of the discourses employed.
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