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In his controversial essay “Rules for the Human Zoo: a response to the Letter on Humanism” the 

philosopher Peter Sloterdijk traces the origins of the humanistic tradition in the times of the 

Roman Empire. It was in this period that, according to Sloterdijk, we see the emergence of a 

conflict, increasingly relevant for our times, between humanism and the growing influence of mass 

spectacles. With Cicero as its first representative, humanism appears as a movement for the 

cultivation of the human spirit, tightly connected with the function of literacy. Being literate and, 

thus, able to read the “right books” (Sloterdijk 2009: 15), makes one part of the humanistic 

tradition, a special group of people that connect with each other by receiving the messages of the 

great philosophical books that, following the novelist Jean Paul, Sloterdijk considers ‘thick letters 

to friends’ (Sloterdijk 2009: 12). Sloterdijk’s formulation is that humanistic tradition provides 

through its foundation in literacy a basis for relationships of friendship in the human kind. The 

German philosopher bases his argument on a specific underlying principle: the human animal is 

always involved in processes-the ‘two pressures’- of bestialization and humanization. Accordingly, 

mass culture and reading of philosophical and literary classics stand opposed to each other as 

antithetical forces to control human destiny. As Sloterdijk mentions ‘ancient humanism can be 

understood only when it is grasped as one opponent in a media contest, that is, as the resistance 

of the books against the amphitheater, and the opposition of the humanizing, patient-making, 

sensitizing philosophical reading against the dehumanizing, impatient, unrestrained, sensation-

mongering and excitement-mongering of the stadium. What the educated Romans called humanitas 

would have been unthinkable without the need to abstain from the mass culture of the theaters of 

cruelty’ (Sloterdijk 2009: 16).  

However, Sloterdijk’s essay is not concerned primarily with the ancient form of this 

opposition. He uses the distinction of the Roman humanism against the disinhibiting influences 

of the vulgar entertainment of the same period in order to support his main claim that the essential 

concern of humanism, “the question of how a person can become a true or real human being 

becomes unavoidably a media question” (Sloterdijk 2009: 16). Establishing this process as a 

fundamental anthropogenic factor, Sloterdijk laments that the telecommunications revolution of 
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the 20th century, with its inherently anti-humanistic orientation, is putting the death knell on the 

prospect of taming the human animal by reading the right books. Therefore, humanism and its 

main weapon, the book are losing the battle against an opponent that has dominated human 

civilization for the last decades.  

One could possibly object to Sloterdijk’s polar distinction of ‘high’ culture opposed to 

mass media and, as in any similar endeavour, there is a tendency to simplify some very complex 

processes. His concern however, in the face of attention economy and its disorders, the 

domination of mediated desires and the proliferation of screen-addictions, appears as an instance 

of a prevalent trope in contemporary criticism. The philosopher Bernard Stiegler used an expanded 

version of the term proletarianization to consider the pernicious effects of mass media in the 

Western psyche, claiming that, similar to the loss of technical knowledge of the 18th century 

industrial worker, contemporary life is characterized by a loss of savoir fair and savoir vivre (the loss 

of the know-how and lifeskills), an effect of drive-led, bestializing media. Sloterdijk’s and Stiegler’s 

therapeutic propositions for overcoming this kind of malaise are not to be considered today. I 

mention their diagnoses here as paradigmatic of a specific Apocalyptic and conservative attitude 

towards cultural phenomena in establishing an opposition between philosophical theorizing and 

mass media. According to this schema, ‘high’ culture, with philosophical texts as its greatest 

expression, is antithetical to the consumerist, debased, standardized, homogenous and ‘easy’ 

artifacts of the culture industry with its reality shows, mass sports events and entirely predictable 

‘pleasures’.  

 In this intellectual climate of increasing concern over the corrupting effects of mass media, 

David Foster Wallace’s 1996 novel Infinite Jest appears as a lengthy meditation about a near-future 

society obsessed with short-term pleasure and entertainment. The pervasive influence of corporate 

culture is evidenced by the fact that even calendar years are auctioned-off and renamed after the 

highest bidder. For example, the most important year in the novel’s dramatic action is the ‘Year of 

the Depend Adult Undergarment’. Exhibiting a daunting size of 1079 pages including 388 

endnotes, a very complex narrative structure and an elusive plot, the novel seems to require a 

considerable amount of work from the reader. Thus, it attempts to resist in practice the culture of 

passive consumption it challenges in the abstract level. As a testament to this, one can consider 

that the working title of Infinite Jest (a phrase itself borrowed from Shakespeare’s Hamlet) was ‘A 

Failed Entertainment’.  

Often described as a ‘dense’, ‘esoteric’, ‘encyclopedic’ and ‘complex’ novel, Infinite Jest has 

three loosely linked narrative lines. The first narrative revolves around the seventeen-year-old 
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character, named Hal Incandenza. Hal is a gifted student at the Enfield Tennis Academy (E.T.A.) 

in Massachusetts. Hal’s father, who suffered from addiction and committed suicide at the age of 

54 by placing his head in a microwave oven, was a brilliant physicist, tennis-player and avant-garde 

filmmaker named James Orin Incandenza. Hal is portrayed himself as having addictive personality 

and, by November Y.D.A.U., he has been secretly getting high every day for over a year, and has 

now begun to agonizingly withdraw from marijuana.  

The second narrative line, follows the addiction recovery of 29-year-old Don Gately, a 

former burglar addicted to Demerol. Gately is an orderly of the halfway institution called Ennet 

House, which is located down the hill from the Enfield Tennis Academy. In November Y.D.A.U. 

Gately finds himself in the hospital wounded by a shot-gun blow, and on the brink of accepting 

Demerol once again, although he has managed to be completely substance-free for more than a 

year.  

The lives of both the tennis academy students and the recovering addicts are seen against 

the background of a larger political plot. The novel refers to a near-future time when the United 

States, Canada, and Mexico together comprise a unified North American entity known as the 

Organization of North American Nations, or O.N.A.N. which is an obvious allusion to onanism. 

The creation of O.N.A.N. was essentially forced by the USA government and is opposed by 

numerous separatist groups, one of which being the Quebecois terrorist organization named 

‘Wheelchair Assassins’ or ‘Les Assassins des Fauteuils Rollents (A.F.R.)’, aiming to either force 

Canada’s government to reject the coerced gift of an enormous wasteland in its southern border 

or to put pressure in favour of Quebec’s secession from Canada. Their masterplan is to take hold 

of the primary copy of ‘Infinite Jest’, the cartridge of the final film produced by James Incandenza, 

in which an extremely beautiful woman appears in front of a young boy saying constantly ‘I’m 

sorry’ in a seemingly endless apology. The film is rumored to have lethal properties by being so 

compelling that the viewer foregoes any other vital need, eventually dying from entertainment. 

Wallace adopts and alludes to the results of the 1950s intracranial self-stimulation experiments 

conducted by Olds and Milner (Wallace 1996: 470), where rats forego nutrition and other basic 

needs becoming addicted to the electrical stimulation of their brains’ reward system. Similarly, the 

Wheelchair Assassins want to take advantage of US-citizens addiction to spectation and 

entertainment and cause havoc by taking hold of and circulating the film before US-based secret 

agents, who are also looking for it. The woman in the film is Joelle van Dyne, a complex character 

who used to be the college girlfriend of Hal’s brother, but purportedly also had an affair with his 

father and director of the movie James Incandenza. Throughout the novel she is described as 

always covering her face with a veil, either because of an acid attack from her mother for her own 
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father’s incestuous feelings towards her or because she does not want to be treated as only an 

object of attraction. After a suicide attempt, she is also admitted to Ennet House where she 

develops romantic feelings towards Don Gately. 

From this brief overview, it can be seen that the experience of addiction permeates the 

entire novel. While reading the book, we find characters addicted to almost everything (drugs, 

alcohol, sex, entertainment, tennis, even other people’s sweat) and addiction seems to be 

something more than a clinical condition, a phenomenon which reflects a certain mode of 

existence, promoted by a society that idolizes short-term pleasure. Perhaps, this is one of the 

reasons Infinite Jest remains one of the great addictological works of literature: in it, addiction is not 

a source of inspiration but instead the overarching structure of how the characters relate to their 

world. In this regard, the novel appears as the fictional counterpart of Ronnell’s Crack Wars where 

we find the following bold question: “What if ‘drugs’ named a special mode of addiction, . . . or 

the structure that is philosophically and metaphysically at the basis of our culture?” In an interview 

to David Lipsky (2010: 81), Wallace himself explained that Infinite Jest “isn’t supposed to be 

about drugs, getting off drugs. Except as the fact that drugs are kind of a metaphor for the sort of 

addictive continuum that I think has to do with how we as a culture relate to things that are alive.”  

The experience of addiction in the novel is often posed as a loss of control and autonomy. 

The word ‘autonomy’ is rarely used in itself, but the reader will often find words like ‘enslavement’ 

and ‘dependence’ that portray the idea that the addicted self has lost the ability of self-

determination. In a crucial passage about the nature of addiction, one reads: ‘That a little-

mentioned paradox of Substance (Wallace capitalizes often the word substance) addiction is: that 

once you are sufficiently enslaved by a Substance to need to quit the Substance in order to save 

your life, the enslaving Substance has become so deeply important to you that you will all but lose 

your mind when it is taken away from you’ (Wallace 2006: 201). Such a perspective on addiction 

follows Wallace’s preferred strategy to consider complex phenomena in terms of feedback loops. 

In the above description, it is the recursivity of addiction which renders it so destructive, with the 

use of the Substance reinforcing its hold of a person’s life to the extent that breaking the cycle of 

addiction, a prima facie positive change, endangers the stability of the system itself. One of the first 

scholars who attempted to examine the place of recursivity in Infinite Jest was N.K. Hayles (1999). 

Hayles (1999: 684) presciently understood that the novel is a long meditation on recursive cycles 

of pleasure and destruction that exist both on the individual and the socio-ecological level. From 

the isolated viewer of the lethal cartridge who cannot escape the rewarding properties of a 

seductive film, to the entire US nation that keeps consuming despite the transformation of a huge 

part of the country into a waste dump. Two critical observations by Hayles seem pertinent in our 
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discussion: firstly, Wallace presents the recursive cycles as technologically mediated, with 

technological artefacts becoming essential elements for the experience of pleasure in postmodern 

societies. Secondly, our entanglement in recursive loops is combined with an unchallenged illusion 

of autonomy instead of revealing the interconnectedness of human beings with their environment. 

Therefore, one wonders whether we should interrogate the concept that addiction is a loss of 

autonomy, and attempt to consider the phenomenon of addiction itself as an outcome of a false 

belief that individuals are ever actually autonomous, attempting to achieve pleasure and/or relief 

without participating in the social bond.  

But today, I would like to focus not on the metamorphoses of addiction in the novel’s 

numerous characters. Instead, considering that our concern here is the nature of texts as 

technological artefacts of care and understanding, I intend to examine how Wallace approaches 

the question of recovery from addiction against the background of the ageless question of 

autonomy versus automation. The Big Book of Alcoholic Anonymous (AA) can be considered a 

primary example of such a text. Utilizing story-telling and other forms of narrative (Strobbe & 

Kurtz 2012) the Big Book appears as a technical artefact of care, where personal stories attempt to 

represent the progression from addiction to sobriety (Ford 1989) by the implementation of the 

12-step method. Nevertheless, the emphasis of AA on surrendering to a ‘Higher Power’ and on 

following other addicts’ recovery principles hardly corresponds to a regaining of autonomy despite 

the group’s insistence on personal responsibility. 

For, if addiction represents a loss of real or imagined autonomy, an inability to exercise 

free will and make the right decisions as a result of the psychical apparatus being automatized, then 

addiction recovery presents itself as a promise of dis-automation, a regaining of autonomy. 

Following Sloterdijk’s formula, one could say that the great philosophical texts opposing the 

disinhibiting, indulging properties of mass spectacles function potentially as addiction therapy. 

David Foster Wallace’s suspicion towards the culture of mass media and entertainment, and the 

wealth of philosophical questions examined through the pages of Infinite Jest, condition us to expect 

a similar prescription for overcoming the addictive nature of contemporary culture. However, 

Wallace appears to approach the relationship between autonomy and automation in addiction from 

a different perspective.  

An important thread that runs through similar questions of autonomy in Infinite Jest is the 

way characters approach sporting excellence, as often exceptional tennis playing is equated with 

an addictive relationship to the sport. Tennis playing appears to share the escapist properties of 

substance abuse, with the academy students often ending up wanting to play tennis to forget 
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personal failures, tragedies and anxieties. Wallace often attempts to portray that, in the world of 

competitive sports, this kind of passionate attachment to the game translates into the loss of 

individuality, autonomy or even humanity. In one of the most significant scenes of the novel, the 

abusive, alcoholic father of James Incandenza is being blunt with his son telling him that the secret 

to success is ‘transcending that overlarge head’ (p. 158). And then he goes on to say: 

Son, you're ten, and this is hard news for somebody ten, even if you're almost five-eleven, a possible pituitary freak. 

Son, you're a body, son. That quick little scientific-prodigy's mind she's so proud of and won't quit twittering about: 

son it's just neural spasms, those thoughts in your mind are just the sound of you’re head revving, and head is still 

just body, Jim. Commit this to memory. Head is body. Jim, brace yourself against my shoulders here for this hard 

news, at ten: you're a machine (p. 159). 

Automation, the erasure of subjectivity into a machine-like existence appears in the novel 

as double-edge sword: on the one hand it guarantees professional success and freedom from the 

crippling effects of overthinking, but on the other hand it eradicates what makes the characters 

human. In the opening scene of Infinite Jest, which, however, is chronologically last, Hal Incandenza 

collapses in front of the committee of academic affairs that is to select him for college. Either 

because of ingestion of a powerful hallucinogenic substance or because of withdrawal, he fails to 

communicate effectively with the examiners. Feeling misunderstood he exclaims: “I’m not a 

machine. I feel and believe. I have opinions. Some of them are interesting. I could, if you’d let me, 

talk and talk. Let’s talk about anything” (Wallace 2006: 12). 

In contrast to Hal’s collapse, stands the miraculous recovery of Don Gately. For the literary 

creation of Don Gately, Wallace appears to have been inspired by ‘Big Craig’, a well-built resident 

at the ‘Granada House’ where the author attempted to treat his addiction. Like Gately, ‘Big Craig’ 

had been a burglar and a Demerol addict, was in his mid-twenties, and occasionally offered his 

services as a cook (Max 2012: 141). Most importantly, he was eager to offer Wallace insights from 

his experience in AA treatment. However, Gately’s ambivalent relationship towards the AA’s 

principles reflects Wallace’s own struggles with a treatment paradigm that seemed opposed to 

everything he had been used to until he started attending weekly sobriety meetings in February 

1988 (Max 2012: 106). His passion for listening to people’s stories made these meetings extremely 

appealing but, as he would confess to friends, he considered what he was being asked to do for 

his recovery extremely difficult. When he returned to Tucson, Arizona, he became a member of 

the local chapter of AA, described in his biography as “Big Book fundamentalists” (Max 2012: 

113), denoting a particular emphasis on adhering to the twelve-step method promoted by the 

organization.  
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Coming from a family of skeptics, Wallace’s major problem was to follow the famous 3rd 

step of the model, as outlined in the 5th chapter of the ‘Big Book’, which reads: ‘Made a decision 

to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him’. Wallace used to say 

that his parents refused to allow him and his sister to attend church because religious belief could 

contaminate the rigour of their thinking (Max 2012: 114). While a member of the AA, he 

encountered a group of mostly working-class people, where brilliance and academic excellence was 

considered less valuable than modesty, humility and simplicity. An already published author (Broom 

of the System was published in 1987), son of a philosophy professor and a voracious reader of 

Wittgenstein and Derrida, found himself among a group whose suspicion of deep philosophical 

theorizing was so deep that some of their favourite slogans were ‘Your best thinking got you here’, 

‘Keep it Simple’, and ‘Stop Trying to Figure Everything Out’ (Max 2012: 179). One finds a similar 

idea in Infinite Jest (Wallace 2006: 203): ‘That most Substance-addicted people are also addicted to 

thinking, meaning they have a compulsive and unhealthy relationship with their own thinking. 

That the cute Boston AA term for addictive-type thinking is Analysis-Paralysis’. At the same time, 

the other members were impressed by his eloquence and found his elaborate narratives about the 

daily struggles of sobriety fascinating. He eventually started to offer spiritual and even practical 

help to his peers by rewriting job applications and professional correspondence. On a personal 

level, he remained dumbfounded by the fact that what he considered a series of clichés were 

actually succeeding in promoting a substance-free lifestyle after years of addiction.  Wallace would 

write to friends ‘I don’t know how recovery works, but it works’ (Max 2012: 179). As he would 

write in Infinite Jest: “It starts to turn out that the vapider AA cliché, the sharper of the canines of 

the real truth it covers” (Wallace 2006: 446).  

Wallace’s initial skepticism vis-à-vis AA is transcribed in various instances in the novel. One 

character, for example, challenges the insistence on prayer expounded by followers of the AA 

paradigm: ‘So this purports to be a disease, alcoholism? A disease like a cold? Or like cancer? I 

have to tell you, I have never heard of anyone being told to pray for relief from cancer. Outside 

maybe certain very rural parts of the American South, that is. So what is this? You’re ordering me 

to pray?’ (Wallace 2006: 180). Perhaps the most vocal critics of the AA tradition in the novel, are 

the Boston-based ‘freelance script writer’ Randy Lenz and the professor Geoffrey Day. Both of 

them find the clichés used in the AA group ‘totalitarian’ (1003n90) and ridiculous. According to 

the intake officers of the Ennet House “it’s the newcomers with some education that are the 

worst” because “they identify their whole selves with their head, and the Disease makes its 

command headquarters in the head” (Wallace 2006: 272). Despite the reservations Gately had in 

the beginning about the AA, he came to eventually believe that “clichés are (a) soothing, and (b) 
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remind you of common sense, and (c) license the universal assent that drowns out silence; and (d) 

silence is deadly, pure Spider-food, if you’ve got the Disease” (Wallace 2006; 278).   

The writer Leslie Jamison, in her book Recovering, recalls her feelings of surprise when she 

heard that Infinite Jest’s main narrative concerned a process of addiction recovery (Jamison 2018: 

346). She recollects her initial assessment of the book as ‘ego-inflated —a blue brick of a book by 

a smart guy who’d wanted to buoy his ego by writing it, beloved by other smart guys who wanted 

to buoy their egos by reading it’ (Jamison 2018: 346). However, Jamison read the novel “like a 

recovery program, by reading fifty pages a day” (Jamison 2018: 346) and claims that it was Infinite 

Jest with its ambivalent mockery/endorsement of the AA principles and practices that showed why 

she simultaneously found sometimes the meetings odd and absurd but still necessary for the 

progress of her treatment. Addiction recovery appears not as regaining autonomy but as replacing 

the drug element of the recursive loop of addiction with the doctrines of AA, the prayers, etc. 

These recovery techniques remind us of what Michel Foucault (1988: 18)described as technologies 

of the self, techniques “which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of 

others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way 

of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 

wisdom, perfection, or immortality”. Avitall Ronnell supported a similar claim when she said that: 

‘To get off drugs, or alcohol (major narcissistic crisis), the addict has to shift dependency to a 

person, an ideal or to the procedure itself of the cure (Ronnell 1992: 25).  

Reading Infinite Jest, we encounter a glorification of a seemingly anti-philosophical stance. 

For, if there is an easily recognized enemy of philosophy, this is probably common sense, with 

clichés remaining perhaps the latter’s most egregious expression. Embedded in that is an explicitly 

vehement opposition to irony. As Wallace writes ‘An ironist in a Boston AA meeting is a witch in 

a church. Irony-free zone’ (Wallace 2006: 369). Similar suspicion towards irony is found in 

Wallace’s most famous non-fiction piece ‘E Unibus Pluram’, his essay on television where he 

claims that “irony, entertaining as it is, serves an exclusively negative function. It's critical and 

destructive, a ground-clearing. Surely this is the way our postmodern fathers saw it. But irony's 

singularly unuseful when it comes to constructing anything to replace the hypocrisies it debunks” 

(Wallace 1998: 183). Critics (Aubry 2011; Konstantinou 2016) have also considered Wallace’s 

endorsement of the AA program as an often-direct rebuttal of some of the most important tenets 

of contemporary high culture: the apotheosis of self-expression and difference, the contempt of 

clichés and common sense, and the persistent belief that theory and science-based knowledge are 

the preeminent forms of understanding (Baskin 2019: 45-6). 
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Commentator M.K. Holland (2006: 233) has rather insightfully suggested that in Infinite Jest 

the AA paradigm should be seen as an alternative to addiction, in a paradoxical identification 

process where, hearing identical stories with your own, you end up forgetting yourself and making 

‘the Program a stand-in for the drug’ that serves the same purpose. This relates to Wallace’s 

diagnosis that addiction is inherently related with self-obsessed compulsive thinking: “99% of 

compulsive thinkers’ thinking is about themselves; that 99% of this self-directed thinking consists 

of imagining and then getting ready for things that are going to happen to them; and then, weirdly, 

that if they stop to think about it, that 100% of the things they spend 99% of their time and energy 

imagining and trying to prepare for all the contingencies and consequences of are never good” 

(Wallace 2006: 203-4). A few lines later he mentions that addicts often try to pray excessively for 

the same purpose: “the literal loss of one’s mind” (Wallace 2006: 204). However, there is always 

the destructive side of the loss of the self. Hal Incandenza’s collapse in the beginning of the novel 

with its characteristic failure of self-expression is meant to signify the disintegration of the self. 

Hal’s peak as an athlete coincides with the fully-established addiction. “Both have drawn on the 

same erasure of the self” (Burns 2003: 51-52).  

Conclusion 

Wallace scholar Steven Burn (2003: 45) has noted that Infinite Jest provides a literary 

exposition of the limits of that ‘characteristic American obsession’ with the machinic perfectibility 

of the self, ingrained already from the birth of the country, as evidenced by Benjamin Rush’s belief, 

founder of American psychiatry and an early addiction expert, that there was a need to convert 

men into ‘Republican machines’ (Rush 1947: 92; cited in Burn 2003: 45).  

One of the great contradictions of contemporary civilization is that it glorifies automation 

everywhere else apart from the place where it was conceived, the human mind. Perhaps, this is the 

reason why addiction, as a process of automation of the nervous system turning destructive, 

remains one of most intellectually and therapeutically challenging conditions in human 

psychopathology. Should recovery attempt to re-establish an individual autonomy where the 

addicted subject resists the automation pressures dominating her milieu? What if it should instead 

focus on substituting the intoxicating automation of addiction with the substance-less automation 

espoused in the ‘Big Book’ through its repetitive rituals of prayer, slogans and clichés? What is the 

place of the text as a technology of care and understanding in this dilemma? In other words, should 

an addict read Plato and Kant or a cheap, paperback, self-help book purchased in a charity shop? 

One could even say that it is the act of reading itself, with its immersive, and for this reason 

potentially addictive, qualities that is inherently therapeutic.    
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In that sense, the novel by its mere existence seems to actually approve of Sloterdijk’s idea 

that reading, especially reading fiction, can helps us live better and be better (Plank 2021: 2) in a 

world scaringly similar to the near-future dystopia that Wallace imagined, a society dominated by 

corporate interest and short-term pleasure. From this point of view, Infinite Jest paradoxically fails 

to fulfill its stated purpose in becoming a ‘Failed Entertainment’, because it succeeds in showing 

the therapeutic, redemptive and transformative potential of reading fiction. 
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