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system

David Foster Wallace's The Broom of the System is a novel that captures the essence
of postmodern literature while offering a profound exploration of language, identity, and
the nature of reality. Published in 1987, it was Wallace's debut novel and set the stage for
his later works, establishing him as a significant voice in contemporary American
literature. This article delves into the themes, characters, and narrative style of the book,
as well as its impact on both readers and the literary landscape.

Overview of The Broom of the System

The Broom of the System revolves around the life of Lenore Beadsman, a young woman
working at a call center in a fictionalized version of Cleveland, Ohio. Lenore struggles with
her identity and her relationships, leading her to question the nature of reality and her
place within it. The novel is structured around a series of dialogues and events that reveal
the complexities of human communication and the inherent absurdities of life.

Plot Summary

The narrative begins with Lenore, who is caught in the throes of a mundane existence,
feeling disconnected from both her job and her boyfriend, who is a rather odd and
eccentric character named Rick. The plot thickens when Lenore's grandmother, a former
mental patient, enters the picture, adding another layer of complexity to Lenore's life. As
the story unfolds, Lenore grapples with existential questions, leading her to embark on a
journey of self-discovery.

Key plot points include:
1. Lenore's interactions with her quirky boyfriend, Rick, who is obsessed with the
concept of language.

2. The exploration of Lenore's family history, particularly her relationship with her
grandmother.

3. Lenore's work at the call center, which serves as a backdrop for her reflections on
communication.

4. The eventual disappearance of Lenore, leading to a series of events that force her to
confront her sense of self.



Thematic Exploration

The Broom of the System is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, making it
a thought-provoking read. Some of the prominent themes include:

Language and Communication

One of the most significant themes in the novel is the exploration of language and its
limitations. Wallace delves into how language shapes our understanding of reality and how
miscommunication can lead to alienation. Lenore's experiences in the call center highlight
the absurdity of language in conveying true meaning, as her interactions often lead to
misunderstandings and confusion.

Identity and Self-Perception

Lenore's journey is also one of self-discovery and identity. Throughout the novel, she
grapples with who she is and how she perceives herself versus how others perceive her.
This conflict is exacerbated by her relationships, particularly with Rick and her
grandmother, who both challenge her understanding of herself.

Reality and Perception

Wallace plays with the concept of reality throughout the novel, blurring the lines between
what is real and what is perceived. The narrative structure itself reflects this theme, as it
often jumps between different perspectives and experiences, creating a fragmented sense
of reality that mirrors Lenore's own disorientation.

Character Analysis

The Broom of the System features a cast of unique and memorable characters, each
contributing to the novel's exploration of its central themes.

Lenore Beadsman

Lenore is the protagonist and serves as the lens through which the reader experiences the
story. Her character is marked by her introspection and existential questioning. As she
navigates her relationships and her job, Lenore becomes a symbol of the struggles faced
by individuals in a complex and often absurd world.



Rick

Rick, Lenore's boyfriend, is an essential character who embodies the theme of language
and communication. His obsession with words and their meanings creates both a
connection and a barrier between him and Lenore. This dynamic serves to highlight the
novel's exploration of how language can both unite and isolate individuals.

Lenore's Grandmother

Lenore's grandmother represents the past and the complexities of family relationships.
Her character adds depth to the narrative, as Lenore must confront her family's history
and how it shapes her identity. The grandmother's experiences in a mental institution also
introduce themes of sanity and the nature of reality.

Narrative Style

Wallace's narrative style in The Broom of the System is distinctive and innovative. He
employs a fragmented structure that mirrors the characters' inner turmoil and the chaos
of their lives. The use of dialogue is particularly noteworthy, as it captures the nuances of
human interaction and the challenges of communication.

Some characteristics of Wallace's narrative style include:
e Stream of consciousness: The narrative often shifts between characters' thoughts
and experiences, creating a fluid and dynamic reading experience.

e Metafictional elements: Wallace frequently breaks the fourth wall, drawing attention
to the act of storytelling itself and the nature of fiction.

e Humor and absurdity: The novel is infused with a sense of humor, often highlighting
the absurdities of life and the human condition.

Impact and Legacy

The Broom of the System was met with critical acclaim upon its release and has since
become a seminal work in postmodern literature. Wallace's unique voice and innovative
narrative techniques have influenced a generation of writers, and the novel continues to
be studied and discussed in literary circles.

Some key aspects of its impact include:



Cultural Relevance

The themes explored in The Broom of the System remain relevant today, particularly in a
world increasingly dominated by technology and communication challenges. The novel's
examination of alienation and the human experience resonates with contemporary
readers, making it a timeless piece of literature.

Influence on Literature

Wallace's work has inspired countless writers to experiment with narrative form and
explore the complexities of language and identity. His influence can be seen in the works
of authors such as Jonathan Franzen, Jennifer Egan, and Dave Eggers, who have all drawn
on his innovative approaches to storytelling.

Academic Study

The Broom of the System has been the subject of numerous academic studies and
discussions, focusing on its themes, characters, and narrative style. Scholars continue to
analyze the novel's significance within the broader context of American literature and
postmodernism.

Conclusion

In conclusion, David Foster Wallace's The Broom of the System is a groundbreaking work
that explores the complexities of language, identity, and reality. Through its rich themes,
memorable characters, and innovative narrative style, the novel challenges readers to
reflect on their own experiences and the nature of human connection. As Wallace's debut
novel, it laid the foundation for his later works and solidified his place as one of the most
important literary figures of the late 20th century. Its impact continues to be felt, making
it an essential read for anyone interested in contemporary literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Broom of the System'?

The central theme of 'The Broom of the System' revolves around communication, identity,
and the complexities of human consciousness.

Who are the main characters in 'The Broom of the



System'?

The main characters include Lenore Beadsman, a young woman exploring her identity,
and her boyfriend, an enigmatic figure named Rick, alongside various other eccentric
characters.

How does David Foster Wallace use language in 'The
Broom of the System'?

Wallace employs a unique, playful, and often experimental use of language, featuring
wordplay, footnotes, and metafictional elements to challenge traditional narrative
structures.

What role does philosophy play in 'The Broom of the
System'?
Philosophy plays a crucial role as characters grapple with existential questions,

particularly around the nature of reality and personal identity, often reflecting Wallace's
engagement with philosophical ideas.

What is the significance of the title 'The Broom of the
System'?

The title suggests themes of maintenance and order within chaotic systems, reflecting the
characters' struggles to find coherence in their lives amidst confusion and fragmentation.

How does 'The Broom of the System' address the
concept of mental illness?

The novel explores mental illness through the lens of its characters' psychological
struggles, examining how societal expectations and personal experiences influence their
mental health.

In what ways does 'The Broom of the System' reflect
postmodern literature?

The novel reflects postmodern literature through its self-referential style, blending genres,
and questioning narrative authority, while also addressing themes of fragmentation and
the search for meaning.

What impact did 'The Broom of the System' have on
contemporary literature?

The novel is often credited with influencing a generation of writers by pushing the
boundaries of narrative form and exploring deep philosophical questions, thus
contributing to the evolution of contemporary fiction.



How does Wallace's background inform 'The Broom of
the System'?

Wallace's background in philosophy and literature informs the novel's thematic depth, use
of irony, and intricate narrative style, reflecting his intellectual engagement with the
complexities of modern life.

What are some key motifs in "The Broom of the System'?

Key motifs include communication barriers, the fluidity of identity, and the impact of
technology on human relationships, which are woven throughout the narrative to enhance
its thematic exploration.
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