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Americs run amok.”

David Foster Wallace's "Broom of the System" is a seminal work that showcases the
author's unique style and complex narrative structures. Published in 1987, this novel is
often considered a precursor to Wallace's later, more famous works such as "Infinite Jest."
In "Broom of the System," Wallace explores themes of language, communication, and the
search for meaning in a fragmented world. This article delves into the novel's key themes,
characters, and its significance in contemporary literature.

Overview of "Broom of the System"

"Broom of the System" is David Foster Wallace's first novel, and it sets the stage for his
later explorations of postmodernism and the human condition. The story follows the life of
Lenore Beadsman, a young woman who works at a call center for a fictional company
called "The Center for the Advancement of Science in Society." The narrative is rich with
metafictional elements, reflecting Wallace's fascination with the limitations of language
and the complexities of human interaction.



Plot Summary

The plot of "Broom of the System" is nonlinear and filled with digressions, which can be
both disorienting and engaging for readers. Key plot points include:

e Lenore's Life: Lenore is caught between her personal relationships and the
demands of her job. Her world becomes increasingly chaotic as she grapples with her
identity.

¢ Communication Breakdown: The novel delves into the failures of communication
in various forms, from personal relationships to corporate environments.

e The Search for Meaning: Lenore's journey reflects a broader quest for
understanding in a world that often seems absurd and fragmented.

Key Themes in "Broom of the System"

David Foster Wallace's "Broom of the System" is rich with themes that resonate with
readers even today. Some of the most prominent themes include:

The Nature of Language

One of the central themes in "Broom of the System" is the nature of language and its
limitations. Wallace explores how language can both connect and alienate individuals. The
characters often struggle to communicate their thoughts and feelings effectively,
highlighting the inherent challenges in human interaction.

Identity and Self

Lenore's journey is also a quest for identity. As she navigates her relationships and her
job, she grapples with questions of who she is and what her place in the world is. This
theme is particularly relevant in today’s society, where many individuals face existential
dilemmas about their roles and identities.

The Absurdity of Modern Life

Wallace captures the absurdity of modern life through his portrayal of corporate culture
and the everyday experiences of his characters. The novel illustrates how routine and
mundane aspects of life can become overwhelming, leading to a sense of disconnection
and confusion.



Character Analysis

The characters in "Broom of the System" are intricately developed, each contributing to
the novel's exploration of its central themes. Here are some of the key characters:

Lenore Beadsman

Lenore is the protagonist of the novel. She is intelligent, introspective, and deeply affected
by the complexities of her life. As she interacts with various characters, her journey
reflects the broader human experience of searching for meaning and connection.

Rick Vigorous

Rick is a writer and Lenore's boyfriend. He embodies the struggle between artistic
ambition and personal connection. His relationship with Lenore serves as a focal point for
many of the novel’s themes, particularly those related to communication and
understanding.

The Narrator

The novel features a unique narrative voice that shifts between different perspectives.
This metafictional approach invites readers to question the reliability of the narrator and
the nature of storytelling itself.

Literary Style and Techniques

David Foster Wallace's literary style in "Broom of the System" is a hallmark of his work.
He employs several techniques that set his writing apart:

Metafiction

Wallace's use of metafiction is evident throughout the novel. By drawing attention to the
narrative structure and the act of storytelling itself, he invites readers to engage critically
with the text.

Nonlinear Narrative

The nonlinear narrative structure reflects the chaotic nature of life and communication.



This technique challenges readers to piece together the story, mirroring Lenore's own
search for clarity.

Footnotes and Endnotes

Wallace famously uses footnotes and endnotes to provide additional commentary and
context. This stylistic choice adds depth to the narrative and serves as a tool for exploring
complex ideas.

The Impact of "Broom of the System"

Since its publication, "Broom of the System" has had a significant impact on literature and
has influenced a generation of writers. Its exploration of language, identity, and the
absurdity of modern life resonates with readers and prompts them to reflect on their own
experiences.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Wallace's innovative style and thematic concerns have inspired numerous authors. Many
contemporary writers draw from his techniques and approach to storytelling, resulting in
a lasting legacy in the literary world.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "Broom of the System" received mixed reviews, with some critics
praising Wallace's ambition and others finding the narrative challenging. Over time,
however, it has gained recognition as a significant work that laid the groundwork for his
later masterpieces.

Conclusion

In conclusion, David Foster Wallace's "Broom of the System" is a profound exploration of
the complexities of language, identity, and modern life. Through its intricate narrative
structure and rich thematic content, the novel invites readers to reflect on their own
experiences and the nature of human connection. As a cornerstone of Wallace's literary
oeuvre, "Broom of the System" continues to resonate with audiences, making it a vital
work in the canon of contemporary literature. Whether you are a longtime fan of Wallace
or new to his work, this novel offers a compelling journey into the intricacies of the human
experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Broom of the System' by
David Foster Wallace?

The central theme of 'Broom of the System' revolves around the complexities of
communication and the search for meaning in a fragmented world, exploring how
language shapes our understanding of reality.

How does David Foster Wallace use metafiction in
'‘Broom of the System'?

Wallace employs metafiction by blurring the lines between fiction and reality, often
addressing the reader directly and incorporating self-referential commentary that
challenges traditional narrative structures.

Who is the protagonist of '‘Broom of the System' and
what are their main struggles?

The protagonist is Lenore Beadsman, who struggles with existential questions about
identity, relationships, and the nature of reality, as she navigates her confusing life and
the expectations placed upon her.

What role does the concept of language play in 'Broom
of the System'?

Language is a pivotal element in the novel, serving as both a tool for connection and a
barrier to understanding, highlighting how miscommunication can lead to isolation and
misunderstanding.

How does 'Broom of the System' reflect the influences
of postmodern literature?

The novel reflects postmodern influences through its nonlinear narrative, playful
language, and intertextual references, as well as its focus on subjective experience and
the instability of meaning.

What significance does the title 'Broom of the System!'
hold in the novel?

The title suggests themes of order and disorder, as a 'broom' implies cleaning or tidying
up a 'system’', which may symbolize the characters' attempts to make sense of their
chaotic lives and the structures they inhabit.

In what ways does 'Broom of the System' explore mental



health?

The novel delves into mental health through its exploration of characters grappling with
anxiety, depression, and existential dread, reflecting Wallace's own concerns with the
human psyche and the search for authenticity.

How does Wallace's writing style in 'Broom of the
System' contribute to the reader's experience?

Wallace's unique writing style, characterized by lengthy sentences, footnotes, and a mix of
high and lowbrow language, creates a challenging but immersive reading experience that
mirrors the complexity of the themes he explores.
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