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For some time, it seemed that “New Sincerity” would stick as the label that best describes 

where US literature was headed in the twenty-first century. This was some 10 to 15 years 

ago, when David Foster Wallace was widely, if posthumously, hailed as the superstar of 

the US literary avant-garde, and his dissatisfaction with the postmodern irony of a TV-

saturated culture was translated by literary critics into a movement. In his 2010 essay 

“David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction,” Adam Kelly argued 

that Wallace, as a primus inter pares of a whole generation of writers, reconfigured the 

relationship between author and reader by centering on trust, secrecy, and a new 

commitment to, and aesthetic configuration of, sincerity. Since then, similar arguments 

have been rehearsed, for instance, by Timothy Aubry in Guilty Aesthetic Pleasures (2011) 

and Lee Konstantinou in his Cool Characters: Irony and American Fiction (2016).  

 

Despite the critical success of other writers frequently subsumed under the label “New 

Sincerity” (most notably perhaps Dave Eggers, Ben Lerner, and Zadie Smith), its efficacy 

has somewhat waned. While the label ultimately seems much too narrow to replace 

paradigms like postmodernism, some critics have denounced its inherent cultural elitism 

and undue focus on a predominantly white, male, heterosexual subjectivity. At the same 

time, Wallace’s reputation as postpostmodern America’s preeminent writer has been 

disputed, e.g. by feminist critics who have pointed out his (and his devotees’) latent 

misogyny.  

 

Jon Baskin’s small but rich and intellectually engaging book complexly emerges from 

these discussions with a new perspective on Wallace that puts him at the center of a new 

method, i.e. what he calls “philosophically therapeutic literary criticism” (13). To best 

understand Wallace, Baskin argues, we should neither idolize Wallace by 

overemphasizing his embrace of sincerity or belief (though this still plays a certain role 

in Baskin’s approach), nor too quickly condemn the author for his dubious relationships 

with women. Instead, Baskin suggests reading his oeuvre as the expression of a 

philosophically therapeutic project indebted to Ludwig Wittgenstein and his insistence 

on the inseparable relation between language and forms of life. In Baskin’s parsing, 

Wallace is to contemporary literature what Wittgenstein is to modern philosophy— an 

attempt to clear our confusions about communication, the very nature of philosophical 

problems, and our personal implications in these problems. 
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The study departs from what can be called (and what Baskin himself refers to as) first 

and second wave Wallace scholarship. For Baskin, the problem with early commentary 

on Wallace was that it fell into the Cartesian trap that Wallace himself tried to avoid and 

undermine, i.e. the dualism of certainty and skepticism. And while the second, “more 

sophisticated” (15) wave did remediate some of the early criticism, it ultimately 

reaffirmed the Cartesian framework of interpretation via the concepts of sincerity (which 

cannot be proved) and writerly intention (which cannot be known). To offer an 

alternative, Baskin draws on a literary-philosophical framework that approaches Wallace 

through Wittgenstein (through Stanley Cavell) as the antidote to Cartesianism.  

 

Though obviously a single-author study meant to revise and advance the critical 

understanding of Wallace, an equally important aim of the book is to reconsider the 

relationship among literary fiction, criticism, and philosophy. Baskin refers to this as the 

“Cavell-Pippin approach to literature” (37). Roughly speaking, he borrows from Robert 

Pippin the notion that literary works of fiction offer a reflection, diagnosis of, and to an 

extent also a therapy to, the moral psychology of modern forms of life in which the 

individual is always entangled in a multitude of social relations. The role of art, then, is 

to make this conflict explicit and “negotiate it at least somewhat consciously” (32). 

Through Cavell, Baskin approaches the question of the role of the critic in this therapeutic 

constellation of literature, which boils down to describing “what [literary texts] have to 

do with us” (35). Here, the argument is closely tied to the recent critique/postcritique 

debate (particularly via Toril Moi) which looks for alternative forms of literary criticism 

beyond a “hermeneutics of suspicion.” If literary artworks pose ethical and philosophical 

challenges to the reader, the “critic’s role is to help the reader face it” (36).  

 

The chapters on Infinite Jest, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, and The Pale King, 

respectively, demonstrate what such a criticism might look like. Throughout, the book 

offers meticulous close readings of Wallace’s work alongside Wittgensteinian thinking. 

In the opening paragraphs of Infinite Jest that deal with Hal Incandenza’s crisis and his 

inability to communicate with the admissions officers at the University of Arizona, for 

instance, Baskin sees Wallace’s attempt to engage the reader in a language game in order 

to make her “acknowledge the futility of her most common strategies for responding” 

(60) to the threats of a materialistic and deterministic society. For him, the question is not 

so much what led to and explains Hal’s condition, but how we typically deal with such 

conditions, a question further explored in (Baskin’s discussion of) the novel’s infamous 

Alcoholics Anonymous section. But instead of reading Wallace’s AA as a valorization of 

alternative theories of ratiocination or nonrational, affective experiences (i.e., as an 

expression of New Sincerity), Baskin sees its purpose in the philosophical therapy it 

enacts:  
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If the novel’s therapy has been successful, the reader does not emerge with (for 

instance) a new and improved theory of communication but rather a sense of 

conviction about a world where communication is an everyday human problem, 

capable of being addressed with the right blend of creativity and common sense, 

rather than an abstract or a theoretical one that leads into anxiety and darkness. 

(79) 

 

Whereas the chapter on Infinite Jest most centrally engages with the sincerity/belief 

paradigm in Wallace scholarship, Baskin’s discussion of the stories from Brief Interviews 

tackles the criticism concerning Wallace’s alleged misogyny voiced by such critics as 

Deirdre Coyle and Amy Hungerford. In addition, Baskin explores how Wallace 

simultaneously draws on and departs from both the social cynicism of male postwar 

American authors like John Updike and John Cheever, as well as the linguistic self-

reflexivity of the metafictionists. Challenging the criticism that the stories are redundant, 

eccentric instantiations of an equally perverted and pervasive sexism, Baskin suggests 

that they “help us see connections between what we normally admire” about 

sophisticated academic ways of speaking, and the true hideousness of the “people who 

employ them” (110-11). Brief Interviews, for Baskin, “has relevance beyond its application 

to a specific brand of twenty-first-century intellectualized misogyny” (111) in that it 

reminds us that in our historical and cultural moment we too often, and by habit, rely on 

theoretical explanations of human interaction and relationships, as exemplified by the 

hideous man in the collection’s closing story: “His problem with theoretical explanation 

is not that it distorts certain phenomena but that it has become a habit rather than a 

choice” (112). 

 

Perhaps Baskin’s greatest achievement is that he offers a bold and cohesive corrective to 

the path that much of the second wave Wallace scholarship has taken by riffing on the 

sincerity argument, an argument that has already spilled over to the discussion of 

numerous other contemporary writers. Critically engaging with the blind spots of this 

argument in a fresh and exciting way, Ordinary Unhappiness not only opens new horizons 

for future work on Wallace and twenty-first century US fiction, but it should also be 

applauded for its original contribution to the field of literature and philosophy. Much can 

be gained, as Baskin demonstrates, if we approach literary fiction as a kind of 

philosophical therapy, a dialogical artform whose “‘patient’ [is] both the individual 

reader and the form of life that has produced that reader’s habits of mind” (13).  

 

Yet this approach also has its limits. For the writer (in this case Wallace) as well as the 

critic, the limit lies within the conception and reach of therapy itself. It can be seen in 

Wallace’s failed attempt, in The Pale King, to “not merely . . . free his readers from 

philosophical confusion but also to galvanize them with a quasi-ascetic vision of a life 
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ecstatically lived” (127). It can also be seen, Baskin contends, in Cavell’s reading of 

Hamlet, according to which the play “shows us how to live through our grief” (137). Here 

Baskin kills one of his idols by aligning with Harold Bloom’s notion that it is Hamlet’s 

“insight into the horrible truth” and “pragmatic nihilism”—his death drive—that 

forestalls any therapy. The bottom line is that while some literary works (such as Infinite 

Jest) lend themselves to therapeutic reading, others do not. 

 

Some readers will object that despite its impetus to impugn some of the most pervasive 

assumptions about Wallace, his role in contemporary fiction, and the “New Sincerity,” 

Ordinary Unhappiness may indeed perpetuate some of these assumptions and thereby 

contribute to the cultural elitism inherent in this kind of scholarship. Joel Roberts and 

Edward Jackson have recently argued that Infinite Jest relies on “racist and sexist forms 

of exclusion” and that any criticism ignoring this ultimately reaffirms “a human that 

remains a white guy.” We may hope that the end of sincerity, ironically, marks the 

beginning of a renewed and fair-minded debate about these issues, which are more 

pressing than ever—in the US and elsewhere in the world. 


