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Eyes mark the shape of the city. 

Through the eyes of a high-flying night bird, we take in the scene from mid-air. 

In our broad sweep, the city looks like a single gigantic creature- 

or more like a single collective entity created by many intertwining organisms. 

Countless arteries stretch to the ends of its elusive body,  

circulating a continuous supply of fresh blood cells,  

sending out new data and collecting the old,  

sending out new consumables and collecting the old,  

sending out new contradictions and collecting the old. 

To the rhythm of its pulsing, 

all parts of the body flicker and flare up and squirm. 

Midnight is approaching, 

and while the peak of the activity has passed, 

the basal metabolism that maintains life continues undiminished, 

producing the basso continuo of the city’s moan,  

a monotonous sound that neither rises nor falls but is pregnant with foreboding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Haruki Murakami, After Dark 
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Introduction 

 

In a television interview with New York writer Joseph O’Neill, the author talks about 

diversity and identity in New York and its changed society, especially after 9/11 and I got 

interested in reading his latest book, �etherland. The story talks about a Dutch immigrant 

living in the city and his unusual pastime cricket. Already on the second page there is a quote 

that made me think of Gilles Deleuze by association: “You might say, if you are prone to 

general observations, that �ew York City insists on memory’s repetitive mower – on the sort 

of purposeful post-mortem that has the effect, so one is told and forlornly hopes, of cutting the 

grassy past to manageable proportions. For it keeps growing back of course.” (O’Neill, 

2008: 2)  

The allusion to grass has a link with American literature as perceived by Deleuze; the grassy 

quality of literature is a requirement for literature to open up new spaces, for the book to form 

a rhizome with the world. The literature has grassy features when it has the ability to release 

itself from the fixation with the past (its origins) or the future (utopia). The multiplicity in the 

‘now’ should be affirmed and the book should be regarded, above all, as an orientated but 

chaotic composition. These and other characteristics of the rhizome will be explained further 

in the theoretical section of this thesis. In short, the rhizome can be seen as a contingently 

built-up network with multiple non-hierarchical entryways and exit points which provides a 

new mode of knowledge. In this thesis the concept of the rhizome will have the aim to open 

up new modes of literary interpretation. 

This thesis will have the contemporary urban space in literature as its main topic. In our 

postmodern society, the city is the major site where we are subjected to globalized 

information schemes and communication technologies and mass media on a large scale. 

Human beings are controlled by these technologies but should break out of this constrictive 

mode. Literature has the ability to do that, it is the site where the creative brain can flourish.  

The rhizome is the theoretical concept that creates the space for the literature to explore new 

ways of living, to break out of social-politically constituted clichés. These clichés control 

thinking with their rigid circuits. These circuits should be cracked and new ones should be 

formed by the creative process. 

The four primary texts in this thesis are four novels on New York City, a very good example 

for a contemporary urban space, with its high-speed technological and economical 

development.  The four novels are written by New York authors. New York has a history as 
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an immigrant town, has many cultures intertwining and languages that can make connections 

and form new languages. The novels are about life in the city, not someone’s life per se but a 

life that belongs to no-one and is able to develop in all directions, a rhizomatic life. It shows a 

life that is constantly opening new ways of thinking, stimulating a creative process and 

breaking with clichés.  

In the theoretical section I will explain the nature and the workings of the rhizome and the 

principles that are necessary for the forming of the rhizome. The most important notion next 

to the rhizome is the line of flight. The line of flight can be described as a continuous rupture, 

and is necessary for the maintaining of the rhizome. The new ways of thinking about a life 

that can move in all directions work along these lines of flight. 

The comparative section of the thesis will consist of two parts. The first part will enclose the 

novels Cosmopolis by Don DeLillo (2003) and City of Glass from The �ew York Trilogy by 

Paul Auster (1985). The second part will include the two following two novels �etherland by 

Joseph O’Neill (2008), the literary inspiration for my thesis, and People in Trouble by Sarah 

Schulman (1990).The main reasons to split the mentioned novels in these particular sections 

are as follows: In both sections there is a pre 9/11 book and a post 9/11 book, at least in the 

respect that it has been written before or after 9/11. By choosing four novels that cover a 

period of almost twenty years, I would like to stress the (historical) importance of the subject.  

Another reason to make this division is the social importance of the protagonists. In the first 

section, the protagonists (Daniel Quinn form City of Glass and Eric Packer from Cosmopolis) 

are at least loners, if not anti-heroes. Their relations with people seem coincidental and play a 

minor role in their solipsistic world views. Their characters can not be analyzed with 

thorough, profound psychological analyses, as may be possible in respect to the characters 

from the novels in section two, but can be seen as nothing more than mere concepts in a 

conceptualized world. In the second section the protagonists (Kate, Peter & Molly from 

People in Trouble and Hans van den Broek from �etherland) have a family and the relations 

they have with other people have a major importance on how they function and their look on 

life.  

In the first section, the city seems to have a greater influence on the behaviour of the 

characters and is used in a postmodern exploration of different themes, whereas in the second 

section the city seems to play a role as a largely fore grounded stage for social and political 

development. The two sections differ in approach. The first section consists of two very 

prototypical postmodern novels that have a play with language and identities as its main 

themes whereas the novels in the second section are more socially and politically engaged.  
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The Research Questions 

 

So what would be the major questions for these two sections if we take Deleuze into account? 

It seems logical to focus on different concepts in the two sections as they provide a 

completely different approach to the function of New York City in the text. Or at least focus 

on a different approach to the same concepts. The main concept to take into account is the 

rhizome. How is the network (the rhizome) structured and portrayed in each of the novels? 

What is the effect that the rhizome has on the protagonists? I have reasons to believe that both 

comparative sections can provide different insights to the rhizomatic qualities and its effects 

on the protagonists and the New York city space in contemporary literature.  

The second question succeeds from the first and can be formulated as follows:  How are the 

lines of flight created in the rhizome that is New York City? The main focus will lie on how 

the protagonists of the novels create the lines of flight. The answers to these questions will 

provide for answers regarding the workings and the build-up of the New York city space from 

various angles. This is because an important asset to the rhizome of New York is that one can 

enter and exit from every possible entry- and exit way. Literature can also be approached 

from any possible angle; the main goal of art (and literature) is to shake things up. (As 

opposed to science that wants to put everything in order.) When there is only one way of 

looking at things, we cannot perceive the creative chaos literature tries to achieve. How the 

different angles will be approached in this thesis is shown in the following example.  

In �etherland a line of flight is forged by creating a cricket field in the city, thus giving space 

to a minor site, creating new possibilities for minorities, or even causing the protagonist to re-

evaluate his (social) position in the city. In Cosmopolis a line of flight is created by dismissing 

the term sky-scraper, without posing an alternative though, but causing a rupture of the 

arbitrary relation building-word. In respect to the first section (and only the first), we can 

research how man, or rather how human, is becoming city, or perhaps in the case of 

Cosmopolis, man becoming-rat in a non-literal way. My first instinct is that this kind of 

becoming is not prevalent in the second section.  

The four novels have been carefully chosen and my expectation is that they will open up new 

ways of thinking in regard to the contemporary urban space. As New York city is a town 

known for its diversity, it will also open up the way for forming new ideas on language, 

identity and politics. Free, unrestricted thinking and the creative process of writing will give 

examples in literature that we might we able to apply in our own lives in contemporary 

society.  
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The Deleuzian Universe 

 
 

The concept of the rhizome and its lines of flight explained in the light of literature 

 

In the essay ‘On the superiority of Anglo-American literature’ published in the book 

Dialogues II, Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet compare French literature and Anglo-

American literature in favour of the latter. Anglo-American literature, according to Deleuze, 

possesses a grass-like quality, can spring up everywhere, lacks significant roots but has the 

magnificent opportunity to spread in every possible direction, as opposed to the tree-like 

quality of French literature with its heavy, historically set roots, and only one possible 

direction: up, with every now and then ending sideways growth. It is not strange that the 

Deleuze compares French literature with a tree, because he thinks that the French (as well as 

French writers and their characters) are too rooted in their own history, they are too human, 

too concerned with the future and the past (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002:28). They are not 

prepared to make a clean break from their history; they are too organized and too concerned 

with a beginning and end. Or as this more elaborative quote shows: “The French think in 

terms of trees too much: the tree of knowledge, points of arborescence, the alpha and the 

omega, the roots and the pinnacle. Trees are the opposite of grass. �ot only does grass grow 

in the middle of things, but it grows itself through the middle. […]Grass has its lines of flight, 

and does not take root. We have grass in the head, not a tree: what thinking signifies is what 

the brain is, a ‘particular nervous system’ of grass.” (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002: 29/30) 

The above cited vegetative metaphor supports my research questions that are described in my 

introduction, namely the questions concerning the rhizomatic qualities of New York City in 

literature and the effects the rhizome has on the protagonists. According to Deleuze
1
 the 

young self-invented American nation thinks in terms of frontiers, in terms of grass. The 

movement of the grass is very democratic, it is not rooted and it knows no origin or hierarchy. 

The grass grows from the middle and in between (Deleuze, 2002: vi/vii). The metaphor of the 

grass opens up the way to Deleuze’s concept of the rhizome. As already touched upon in the 

introduction the grass, the American nation and its literature have no roots, no history. The 

grass springs up unpredictably, the grass grows everywhere, festers on everything and 

eventually dislocates everything that lies or stands on it. Underground the rhizome moves 

                                                 
1
 Deleuze, Gilles and Claire Parnet, Dialogues II, New York: Columbia University Press, 2002, trans. and 

foreword by Hugh Tomlison. In the preface to the English edition of Dialogues II, Deleuze explains the grass 

metaphor. The preface is dated 1986. 
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horizontally in every direction. Literature and its possibilities for the creative process of 

thinking beyond clichés, to not be rooted in clichés and rigid ideas, explain the grass metaphor 

as used by Deleuze. 

America in general and New York in particular is a melting pot of different people, culture 

and ideas. New York is a city of immigrants from every continent, along with an indigenous 

population that managed to survive the throng of immigrants. All these seeming 

dissimilarities have come together to somehow form an ‘American’ national identity, yet all 

the elements are different: diverse cultures, language and religion. The main characteristic of 

the American identity is disparity and it is only to be expected that this diversity finds its 

reflection in literature as well. Because America is rhizomatic in its creation, its existence, its 

identity and its language, American literature is the ideal research plane to explore the 

mechanisms of the rhizome. American literature is the perfect investigation plateau because 

the ‘American’ book is able to form a rhizome with the ‘American’ world. This gives us the 

opportunity to open up new ways of perceiving our new reality.  

As Deleuze writes in A Thousand Plateaus: “the book is not an image of the world. It forms a 

rhizome with the world, there is an aparallel evolution of the book and the world.” (Deleuze 

& Guattari, 1987:11) This model of the (metaphoric) rhizome extends itself within the text to 

the study of identity, language and politics. Our world, our reality, collides with the process of 

writing. The ideal for a book would be that everything is laid out on the plane of a single 

page: lived events, historical determinations, concepts, individuals, groups, social formations. 

In this way every aspect on the page can make arbitrary connections with any other aspect on 

the page. These connections will facilitate the study of politics, identity and language. 

Before entering the comparative section of this thesis, the ‘nature’ and the workings of the 

rhizome need to be explained. The rhizome is a spatial term and develops as a network 

primarily through the principles of the lines of flight. The line of flight can be described as a 

continuous rupture, an oxymoron, but a decisive factor for the coming into being (or 

becoming) of the rhizome. Further concepts that will help to unfold the character of the 

rhizome are the simulacrum, principles of heterogeneity and connection, multiplicity, 

cartography and decalcomania.  

Relevant for the understanding of the rhizome is the concept of the simulacrum. The term is 

used by French philosopher Jean Baudrillard to discuss the interaction between reality, 

symbols and society. According to Paul Hegarty in his book Jean Baudrillard: live theory, 

Baudrillard claims that modern society has replaced all reality and meaning with symbols and 

signs, and that human experience is of a simulation of reality rather than reality itself. The 
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simulacra are the signs of culture and media that create the perceived reality. Baudrillard 

believes that society has become so reliant on simulacra that it has lost contact with the real 

world on which the simulacra are based. In this postmodern age, the simulacrum precedes the 

original and the distinction between reality and representation breaks down (Hegarty, 2004: 

49).  

The two novels that will be used in the first comparative section, namely The �ew York 

Trilogy and Cosmopolis, are examples of postmodern literature and deal with the problems 

that occur when trying to represent reality in the postmodern age. Baudrillard addresses the 

problem of representation of postmodern society in literature but does not seem to offer a 

solution to this problem of representation, he is rather pessimistic. The only alternative for a 

representative order is absolute indetermination. Words are no longer univocal; therefore 

signifiers slip chaotically over each other. A circuit has been created between the real and the 

imaginary and images float weightlessly in hyperspace. Reality has imploded into the 

undecidable proximity of hyperreality (Hegarty, 2004: 50). It is tempting to understand the 

novels only in the sense of hyperreality but I feel we are past the point of no solutions. With 

the help of Deleuze we can apply the concepts of the simulacrum and simulation to 

contemporary literature and try to investigate how our new postmodern reality can be 

explored and perceived. 

The way Deleuze and Guattari use the concept of the simulacrum (which is quite different 

from the one that Baudrillard employs) needs to be understood as it seems the precedent for 

the opening up of new spaces, which is necessary for the rhizome. Brian Massumi explains 

the concept of the simulacrum according to Deleuze and Guattari in his essay ‘Realer than 

Real’. According to Massumi a common definition of the simulacrum is: “a copy of a copy 

whose relation to the model has become so attenuated that it can no longer properly be said 

to be a copy. It stands on its own as a copy without a model.” (Massumi, 2003: 3)  

Massumi continues that Deleuze states that art is successful when the simulacra break out of 

the copying mode. Thus, the multiplied, stylized images take on a life of their own. And as 

Massumi formulates, the goal of the process is not to become an exact equivalent of the model 

but to reject it and its surroundings and to open up a new space for the simulacrum’s own mad 

reproduction. The simulacrum affirms its own difference. The resemblance is a means not an 

end (Massumi, 2003: 3).  

Following Massumi, Deleuze and Guattari answered two questions that Baudrillard left 

unanswered. They confirm that simulation replaces a real that indeed did exist and that 

simulation is actually all there has ever been. Massumi explains this ostensible paradox. He 
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argues that simulation is a process that produces the real, or, actually a more-than-real on the 

basis of the real. The point of departure in every simulation is a regularized world comprising 

apparently stable identities or territories. But these ‘real’ entities are in fact undercover 

simulacra that have consented to pretend being copies (Massumi, 2003: 5). He claims: 

“Simulation does not replace reality but rather it appropriates reality in the operation of 

despotic decoding, it produces reality on the new full body that replaces the earth. It 

expresses the appropriation and production of the real by a quasi-cause.” (Massumi, 2003: 

6)  

Massumi carries on, that according to Deleuze and Guattari, the simulacrum is beginning to 

unmask itself in popular culture as a whole. Advanced capitalism has reached a transnational 

level and is in need of the dismantling of old identities and territories; objects, images and 

information have much more mobility and combinatory potential than ever before. This 

deterritorialization is only effective when it makes reterritorialization possible, but now a 

breach has opened, and we have to take the principle of reterritorialization one step further. 

We have to imagine this new world of simulation and take it to the point of no return, 

accepting the simulacrum as a principle of production and of rebirth. This new regime of 

simulation opens up endless possibilities and spaces (Massumi, 2003: 13). 

In Deleuze’s and Guattari’s book Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature
2
  the effects of the 

ruptures and the workings of deterritorialization and reterritorialization are explained in a 

broader context: “Even more, in the novels, the dismantling of the assemblages makes the 

social representation take flight in a much more effective way than a critique would have 

done and brings about a deterritorialization of the world that is itself political and that has 

nothing to do with an activity of intimacy.” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986:47) Lines of flight are 

a way out; it leaves, breaks with the previous situation and its clichés. In doing so, something 

new has to arise. A new space has been opened, an empty space that can be filled with new 

ideas. What will come into place needs to be decided, and this creates a political effect. The 

line of flight is a rupture with existing ideas, an opening up of thinking in a new way, the 

creative process of thinking in a new way will accommodate space for new thoughts on for 

instance language, and new thoughts springing up precede changing ideas on identity, 

language and politics.  

 

                                                 
2
 Deleuze, Gilles and Félix Guattari, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature, Theory and History of Literature, 

Vol.30, Minneapolis/London: University of Minnesota Press, 1986, trans. by Dana Polan, foreword by Réda 

Bensmaïa.  This work will be referred to as Kafka from now on. 
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According to Deleuze and Guattari, writing has a double function: to translate everything into 

assemblages and to dismantle the assemblages. The assemblage is a set of links that can be 

physical but also conceptual or lingual. An assembly is a territorializing principle and part of 

a rhizome. The assembly needs to be deterritorialized; lines of flight need to be created. And 

this deterritorialization is also a part of the rhizome. To write is to trace the lines of flight, to 

write is to become. The process of becoming
3
 should be of a collective nature, even if it is 

only seemingly embodied in a single artist. They have to create a working simulation that then 

reinjects itself into society, and spreading like a contagion. After the lack of engagement in 

the beginning of postmodernism, Deleuze and Guattari seem to offer possibilities to create a 

space for a new kind of engagement, an engagement I would like to address in the second 

comparative section with the novels People in Trouble and �etherland. The concept of the 

rhizome is the tool to open up new spaces, for example for a new kind of engagement that is 

described above. 

The opening up of new spaces is not an unknown concept in the works of Deleuze and 

Guattari. This can be seen in their formulation of their concept rhizome (or burrow). The term 

is used in biology: a rhizome is a plant with roots that grow horizontally, forging with the 

roots of other plants and creating connections across different types of plants. The term was 

introduced by Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus as a metaphor for a (horizontal) 

movement between multiple ideas without borders. Books allow this movement of multiple 

ideas; the book is a multiplicity. It has neither object nor subject; it is made of variously 

formed matters, and very different dates and speed.  

In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari speak of two kinds of books (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987:5). The first type is the root-book. This book imitates the world, as art imitates 

nature. The books are constituted on a binary logic. It is based on expressions of the subject 

and descriptions of the object. The book is perceived as a spiritual reality with the Tree or 

Root as an image. The book endlessly develops via the law of the One that becomes two, then 

of the two that becomes four… Deleuze and Guattari give the example of Chomsky and his 

grammatical trees, which begin at point S and proceed by dichotomy.   

The second type of book is the radicle-system, or fascicular root, where the principle root has 

been aborted and an immediate, indefinite multiplicity of secondary roots comes into being. 

                                                 
3
 Becoming is an important notion throughout whole Kafka. This concept is an unworking, a deterritorialization. 

It is a flight that does not consist in fleeing, quite the opposite. The whole concept of flight is undermined when 

it is useless movement in space; but in contrast, flight is affirmed when it is a stationary flight, a flight of 

intensity. The act of becoming is a capturing, a possession but never a reproduction or an imitation. It can not be 

an imitation because this carries the implication of territorialization. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986: 13)  
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The existence of multiple roots destroys the possibility of linear unity to make place for a 

cyclic unity. Unity is constantly obstructed in the object, while a new type of unity triumphs 

in the subject (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:7). The result is a book all the more total for being 

more fragmented. But although the world has become chaos, the book still remains the image 

of the world.  

Deleuze and Guattari take it a step further, they state that multiplicity alone is not enough, it 

must be made in all its simplicity, with the number of dimensions one has already available 

subtracted with the one. In other words: the unique needs to be subtracted from the 

multiplicity to be constituted. The only way the one (the unique) belongs to the multiple is 

when it is subtracted, it can not exist on its own. This kind of system can be called a rhizome. 

A rhizome can attain many forms and is absolutely different from roots and radicles. Deleuze 

and Guattari write in A Thousand Plateaus: “The rhizome itself assumes very diverse forms, 

from ramified surface extension in all directions to concretion into bulbs and tubers.” 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:7)  

The rhizome is a system that is acentered, nonhierarchic and nonsignifying without an 

organizing memory, defined exclusively by a circulation of states (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 

23). A plateau is always in the middle, not the beginning or the end. A rhizome is made of 

plateaus. A rhizome is always in the middle, it has no beginning or end, and it is between 

things, interbeing, and intermezzo. Where the tree enforces the verb ‘to be’, the rhizome is 

made up of the conjunction ‘and…and…and…’ And this conjunction has enough force to 

shake up the verb ‘to be’ (1987: 27). 

The rhizome can be compared to a burrow, and the description of the burrow functions to 

trick the enemy. In the first chapter of Kafka, the association of the rhizome with the burrow 

is made and through this account the nature of the rhizome can be understood much better. 

We can enter the burrow by any point whatsoever; one point is just as important, or not at all 

as any other. Even if a point seems an impasse, a tight passage or a siphon it still does not 

matter. The main goal is to try to discover what other points our entrance connects to, what 

kind of crossroads or galleries we come across along the way that possibly links our two 

points, in other words, what the map of the rhizome is and more importantly how the rhizome 

is modified if we enter through another point (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986:3). 

In the novels I am going to investigate, my assumption is that New York can be perceived as a 

rhizome. It would be interesting to see what happens when we enter the New York city space 

from different angles with the concept of the rhizome on our mind. The city of New York as a 

rhizome gives new insights with respect to our ideas on language, especially in City of Glass 
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and Cosmopolis. It also gives new perspectives on identity. When the city is not stable and 

has an ever-changing nature, this means that the people (characters) living in the city are 

changed as well. In Cosmopolis and City of Glass, the changing of the city space, or not being 

able to capture the city space as a stable entity, strongly influences the behaviour and nature 

of the protagonists. 

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari list some characteristics of the rhizome to 

explain the concept further. The rhizome exists because of principles of connection and 

heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be connected to any other, and must be (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987:7). This is very different from the tree or root, which fixes an order, plots a 

point. A rhizome is constantly establishing connections between for example semiotic chains, 

organizations of power and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles. 

The rhizome is an endless pattern in which everything is linked to everything else. In People 

in Trouble and �etherland, the city space is inevitable linked to class and social struggles. 

Deleuze labels the rhizome as a multiplicity, rather than a multiple, forcing it from any 

relation to the One. Multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only determinations and 

dimensions that cannot increase in number without the multiplicity changing in nature. 

Deleuze and Guattari explain that an assemblage is an increase in the dimensions of a 

multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature as it expands its connection. Points or positions 

that are found in a structure, root or tree are not found in a rhizome. Multiplicities are defined 

by the outside; the plane of consistency is the outside of all multiplicities. All multiplicities 

are flat, in the sense that they fill or occupy all their dimensions. The multiplicities change in 

nature and connect with other multiplicities through the abstract line, the line of flight or 

deterritorialization. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 9)  

That brings me to the next principle of the asignifying rupture: the rhizome can be broken or 

shattered but can be started up again along old lines or on new lines. There is a burst in the 

rhizome when the so-called segmentary lines explode into a line of flight, but this line is also 

part of the rhizome. They can also be connected to one another. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 

10)  

To clarify this flight, I will use an example from Kafka: “Already in the animal stories, Kafka 

was drawing lines of escape; but he didn’t “flee the world.” Rather, it was the world and its 

representation that he made take flight and that he made follow these lines.” (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1986: 47) Deleuze and Guattari perceive Kafka’s texts as rhizomatic. This quote 

shows that an escape must not be an actual flight, but it rather should be an internal escape, 
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within the text. The writing functions as text becoming world and world becoming text.
4
 Two 

other, less significant principles are those of cartography and decalcomania.
5
 

The idea of lines of flight is also discussed in the essay “On the superiority of Anglo-

American Literature”. Herein is stated that the line of flight is a deterritorialization. This does 

not mean a mere escape, nothing is more active than a flight and it is the exact opposite of 

imagination. The purpose is to put things to flight and one can only discover the world 

through a long, broken flight. And the Anglo-American literature shows these ruptures; 

everything in them is departure, becoming, passage, leap and relationship with the outside. 

(Deleuze & Parnet, 2002: 27) I presume that New York City can be regarded as a rhizome in 

the novels, in the comparative section I will show why New York City functions as a rhizome. 

But it doesn’t stop there, the lines of flight that are prevalent in the rhizome that is New York 

also need to be explored. As said before, these ruptures are a part of the mechanism of the 

rhizome. 

In his article “Political Normativity and Poststructuralism: The Case of Gilles Deleuze” Paul 

Patton draws further on the lines of flight as deterritorialization. He claims that in A Thousand 

Plateaus deterritorialization is defined as the movement or process by which something 

escapes or departs from a given territory (a territory can be a system of any kind: conceptual, 

linguistic, social or affective). Related to this concept is reterritorialization, where 

deterritorialized elements are recombined and they enter into new relations in the formation of 

a new assemblage or the modification of the old. Deterritorialization can either take on a 

negative or a positive form, Patton argues. It is possible that the element of deterritorialization 

is subjected to a reterritorialization that obstructs or limits its lines of flight and that would be 

a negative thing. If the lines of flight are obstructed, the rhizome would not develop any 

further; this development is the precedent for the maintaining of the rhizome. 

                                                 
4
 Of course, Deleuze does not suggest that the world should become text or that people should actually become 

vermin, like Georg Samsa becoming a cockroach in Die Verwandlung by Kafka. Becoming is a question of 

extracting and combining potentials, which Deleuze and Guattari define as abstract relations of movement and 

rest, abilities to affect and to be affected: abstract yet real. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986: 16) How these abstract 

relations come into being, I would like to illustrate in the first comparative section with Auster’s character Quinn 

and DeLillo’s character Packer. 

 
5
 The rhizome is to be seen as a map and not a tracing, the difference with the tracing is that the map is entirely 

oriented toward ‘experimentation in contact with the real’ and is first and foremost a part of the rhizome. The 

map is open and connects in all of its dimensions; it can be detached, reversed and is subjected to constant 

modification. One of its most important assets is the multiplicity of the entryways, and its main merit is 

performance (instead of competence) (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:13). When the tracing is put back on the map it 

can transform the rhizome into roots and radicles and that is dangerous. If a tracing is put back on the map 

possibilities of opening up new lines of flight should always be present (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 16). 
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However it is regarded as positive when the line of flight triumphs over the forms of 

reterritorialization and manages to connect with other deterritorialized elements that extends 

its course or even leads to reterritorialization in an entirely new assemblage. Lines of flight 

also have their own danger; they may fail to make connections with the necessary conditions 

of development and thus can turn into lines of destruction, death and despair (Patton, 2007: 

4).  

As I have stated before, Deleuze formulated some thoughts on Anglo-American literature, and 

he does not fail to make some remarks on America in A Thousand Plateaus as well. Although 

America is always in search for a national identity or a European ancestry, which can also be 

seen in literature, the American books are different from the European books. In America, 

everything seems to be taking the route of the American rhizome and even the trees can take 

the form of a rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 21).  

He ends his chapter on the rhizome with the following sentences: “American literature 

know[s] how to move between things, establish a logic of the A�D, overthrow ontology, do 

away with foundations, nullify endings and beginnings […] The middle is by no means an 

average; on the contrary, it is where things pick up speed. Between things does not designate 

a localizable relationship going from one thing to the other and back again, but a 

perpendicular direction, a transversal movement that sweeps one and the other away, a 

stream without beginning or end that undermines its banks and picks up the speed in the 

middle.” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 28) This lengthy quotation illustrates an enormous trust 

in the merits of American literature. Deleuze is also attributing the characteristics of the 

rhizome to this literature. I feel that my research of literature from and on New York will 

offer an insight in the labyrinth that is the rhizome. This research is a proposition for an 

alternative in reading the novels, just as Deleuze did with Kafka. Hopefully it will offer a new 

way of looking at the problems or rather possibilities of representation.  
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Beyond Borders 

 

Chapter one: Travels in the rhizomatic $ew York city space: 

The cases of City of Glass (1985) and Cosmopolis (2003) 

 

In this section two postmodern novels that take place in New York are compared. The novels 

are part one of the �ew York Trilogy, City of Glass by Paul Auster and Cosmopolis by Don 

DeLillo. The first sentence from the introduction
6
 of The �ew York Trilogy reads: “Paul 

Auster has a key to the city.” (Auster, 2006: ix) Not literally of course, but Sante puts it very 

beautifully when he says it is a key to ‘dreams’ or a key to the ‘highway’. Auster has the 

ability to transgress borders, to see through walls and around corners and to enter places no 

one can enter; an uncultivated territory. This territory, Sante claims, is a realm within New 

York City, a current that runs along its streets, a force field charged by synchronicity and 

overlap, perhaps invisible but inarguably there (Auster, 2006: ix). 

The �ew York Trilogy by Paul Auster consists of three short novels, the City of Glass, Ghosts 

and The Locked Room, that basically all tell the same tale but are very contrasting in story and 

style. My focus will be on the first novella of the trilogy: City of Glass. This story features a 

detective-fiction writer who becomes a private investigator who descents into madness as he 

becomes entangled in a case.  

A lot of research concerning this story revolves around questions of identity, it is mostly 

based upon the deconstruction of the (interwoven and/or multiple) identities of the protagonist 

Daniel Quinn. I would like to try to lay the main focus on the function of the city of New 

York. In my reading New York can easily be seen as a rhizome, and the cited comment from 

the introduction of the Trilogy support this suggestion. To my opinion the way New York is 

described in City of Glass seems structured and stable, but is in fact not. As Quinn wanders 

around the city he seems to immerse in the city thus changing the city character and the city 

changing him. 

The second novel taken into the equation is Cosmopolis by Don DeLillo. In this novel the 

protagonist Eric Packer, a twenty-eight year old ego-maniacal billionaire currency trader, 

drives in a decadent high-tech limousine from the wealthy Eastern districts of New York to 

the working class Western regions in the course of twenty-four hours in the year 2000.  

                                                 
6
 Auster, Paul, “City of Glass”, in: The �ew York Trilogy, New York: Penguin Group, 2006, introduction by Luc 

Sante. First published by Sun & Moon Press in 1985. 
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Although the novel takes place in the year 2000, before the 9/11 attacks, it was the first novel 

DeLillo has written after the horrific events in 2001. And in some respects this novel can be 

seen as a post-9/11 novel. The character Packer lives under continuing surveillance, he is the 

subject of multiple threats and witnesses riots against globalization. It is a 9/11 novel avant la 

lettre written après la lettre. 

It is not a coincidence that I have chosen this particular novel of DeLillo along with the City 

of Glass, as DeLillo dedicates this book to Paul Auster. But other than the dedication and the 

setting of New York, there are more similarities worth analyzing. The City in Cosmopolis also 

has rhizomatic merits. The protagonists Daniel Quinn and Eric Packer are both loners without 

any close family relations, and perhaps even anti-heroes. Their preoccupation with language, 

either voluntarily or by accident is also a subject worth investigating. Whilst moving through 

the city observations how one can perceive time and space come forward. These observations 

on language, time and space will be of assistance when discussing the rhizomatic qualities of 

the city space of New York. 

Following this, the main questions to answer for both novels would be: How is the rhizome of 

the New York city space constructed? How does the rhizomatic city space affect the physical 

and mental condition of the protagonist? What lines of flight are created by the protagonists 

and what new ways of living are opened up? Hopefully these questions can give insight in the 

similarities and differences in the rhizomatic city space with respect to both novels that seem 

to have the same recurring themes and approach to postmodern life.  

 

The rhizome and the lines of flight in the City of Glass 

 

The City of Glass tell us of the transformation of protagonist Daniel Quinn, who is the writer 

of detective novels under the pseudonym William Wilson, into a real-life detective when he 

receives a phone call intended for one Paul Auster, private detective, requesting his 

assistance. The call is from Virginia Stillman, who wishes to hire Quinn/Auster in order to 

protect her husband, Peter Stillman Jr. from his father Peter Stillman Sr. Virginia is afraid that 

her husband will be killed by his father now that he is released from prison. Stillman Sr. was 

put into prison because he locked his son in a dark room for nine years as an experiment in the 

possibility of recovering a prelapsarian language. Instead of ignoring the phone call Quinn 

pretends to be Auster and takes on the case, which he initially sees as little more than 

‘glorified tail job’ (Auster, 2006: 34). But the case becomes much more, actually to the point 

of literally consuming Quinn. The Stillman case can neither be solved nor closed which 
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causes Quinn to question his reasons for being. He seems to dissolve with the final words of 

his red notebook, in which he recorded his entire suffering. The dilemma in the story is not 

only the Stillman case; from the beginning of the narrative Quinn’s place in the world is 

questioned. His wife and son have died and he has no relatives or friends, and the contact he 

has with his publisher or agent is conducted through the mail. It is “as if he were somehow 

living a posthumous life” (Auster, 2006: 6). To complicate the matters, he is not only Quinn, 

but also William Wilson, as well as his ‘private-eye narrator Max Work’. An identity crisis is 

no wonder taken into account that he also takes up the role of Auster.  

The senselessness of the ‘real life’ of Quinn explains his attraction to the world of detective 

fiction. According to Richard Swope in his essay “Supposing a Space: The Detecting Subject 

in Paul Auster’s City of Glass” 
7
 the protagonist Quinn has the idea that the detective is able 

to decode the world and has a strong belief in “a tightly formed linguistic economy as well as 

the possibility of maintaining a singular, stable identity”. Auster repeatedly evokes and 

dismantles these notions (Swope, 2002: 4). Throughout the book Quinn learns that he is 

looking for certainties that are in fact not there. Swope links Quinn’s understanding of 

language and identity with the conventional notion of urban space as a rationally ordered 

environment. As the story progresses Quinn loses both a coherent identity and a determinate 

language, he tries to seek spatial solutions, or a logical ordered social space in which he still 

may have a place. Unfortunately, these spaces do not exist, leaving Quinn without the security 

and structure he yearns for. (Swope, 2002: 5) 

That the urban space New York is not a stable entity is already shown in the beginning of the 

story, in a passage that is probably referred to the most in respect to the City of Glass. It 

shows that Quinn links the concepts identity and space, but it also demonstrates the arbitrary 

build-up of the New York city space and the numerous possibilities the city opens up without 

pretending to have a structure. There is also a discrepancy between the Quinn’s attempt to 

lose himself and his strong reliance on a centred world the detective produces. Quinn’s 

behaviour is ambivalent. He is in search of an ontological explanation of the world in which 

everything can be clarified and put into writing (just like in his detective fiction). On the other 

hand, he has the urge resolve and immerse in the city, and to think nothing at all. This is 

probably because he lacks the capability to describe everything the way he would like to.  

                                                 
7
 Swope, Richard, “Supposing a Space: The Detecting Subject in Paul Auster’s City of Glass”, in: 

Reconstruction, Vol.2, Issue 3, (Summer 2002). http://reconstruction.eserver.org/023/swope.htm This in an 

article from an online magazine. It does not have page numbers, but it is divided into very small paragraphs. 

Instead of the page number I will be using the paragraph number in the reference. 
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New York was an inexhaustible place, a labyrinth of endless steps, and no matter how far he walked, 

no matter how well he came to know its neighbourhood and streets, it always left him with the feeling 

of being lost. Lost, not only in the city, but within himself as well. Each time he took a walk, he felt as 

though he were leaving himself behind, and by giving himself up to the movement of the streets, by 

reducing himself to a seeing eye, he was able to escape the obligation to think, and this, more than 

anything else, brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within. […] By wandering 

aimlessly, all places became equal, and it no longer mattered where he was. On his best walks, he was 

able to feel that he was nowhere. And this finally, was all he ever asked of things: to be nowhere. New 

York was the nowhere he had built around himself, and he realized he had no intention of ever leaving 

it again. (Auster, 2006: 4)  

 

The ability to lose himself is a rupture with his idea of the centred world. This rupture is still 

linked to this centred space as his walking is based on the idea that there is a place where he 

can return to, a place called home. This line of flight is created by Quinn, actually leaving his 

home and wondering around without a goal, day after day after day. New York provides him 

with the possibility of wandering that does have a goal, namely being nowhere.  

When he reaches this goal, this being nowhere grows and expands like a bulb, in desperate 

need of bursting. When Quinn receives the phone call from Virginia Stillman and 

subsequently accepts the case, he takes flight again, the bulb of being nowhere bursts and a 

new tube of tailing Stillman Sr. comes into being. Quinn continues to follow Stillman Sr. 

around the city until he disappears; the continuation of the line has stopped abruptly. He is in 

need of another escape element (a new line of flight) because otherwise he ceases to exist in 

the city. So he decides to watch Stillman Jr. and his wife. He takes up residence in an 

apartment across the street from their apartment and he keeps working, or so he feels, on the 

Stillman case, which can be read as the continuation of the previous rupture and the 

simultaneously springing up of a new tube. When Quinn finds out that the Stillmans are long 

gone, he decides to go and live in their apartment, another node of both the previous and the 

new tube. When he breaks with the boundaries of this particular containment, he finally ends 

up in the street linking his existence to his red notebook, used for documenting the details of 

the Stillman case. This last break completely takes him away from the Stillman case, the link 

though still exists via the red notebook. Although he takes flight, the links between the steps 

are still there, causing a random network. 

As Quinn moves through New York, walking, and taking up new residences along the way he 

is mapping his existence in the city. Not only his steps are documenting in the story City of 

Glass (narrated by narrator Auster and published by writer Auster) but also the steps of 
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Stillman Sr. Quinn reports Stillman’s seemingly random walks in his red notebook and finds 

out that each day Stillman is spelling a letter of the text THE TOWER OF BABEL through 

the city of New York. Between this and the lines of flight described before we can certainly 

acclaim for the rhizomatic merits of New York City. 

Two closely related questions involving rhizome remain: firstly, what does the rhizome-like 

nature of the city do to the character of Quinn and secondly, how does the character of the 

City change throughout the novel?  The more Quinn finds out that he does not inhabit a 

centred world, the more he loses his already fragmented identity. The walking through the 

City seems his reason for existence at first but he slowly comes to a halt with the final result 

of dissolving into nothingness. The city provides him with the streets for walking but nothing 

more than that. He loses himself, his objective at first but with the certainty of clutching 

himself to the straws that can be called home. When these straws disappear he is really lost in 

a city that is only a City of Glass, there is nothing behind the glass walls. The efforts of Quinn 

to produce a text that shows a multi-layered city fails and the city text remains impenetrable. 

It is all surface, a cityscape that is flat uniform and without depth. Only a glassy surface 

remains. 

According to Swope in the postmodern city the very notion of ‘home’ is thrown into question. 

Quinn does not really a have home, it is rather a temporary dwelling, but his belief in this 

notion never wavers. No matter how far he ventures into the city he is able to return home, 

until he gets evicted. Or as Swope says: “City of Glass, in effect, reads like the story of one 

man’s slow drift away from ‘home’, the home that ironically does not really exist in the first 

place.” (Swope, 2002: 13) Swope continues that up until the last moment Quinn is sure he 

can always return home, and go back to the Quinn who he was, not the Quinn/Auster he 

impersonates. When he sees himself in the reflection of a glass of a shop window (the City 

only acts as glass), he does not recognize himself and he returns home to claim his identity 

back. When he arrives at his old apartment he finds out that another person inhabits his 

domicile causing him to realize the loss of his identity. “Everything had changed. It seemed 

like another place altogether, and Quinn thought he must have entered the wrong apartment.” 

(Auster, 2006: 47) And at this point he realizes: “He had come to an end with himself. He 

could feel it now, as though a great truth had finally dawned in him. There was nothing left.” 

(Auster, 2006: 149) 

The City is build up out of text; both Swope and Alford refer to the ideas of pedestrianism 

that Michel de Certeau voiced. Certeau said that space can be read as text, and though walkers 

do ‘write’ the city, they do so without being able to read it (Swope, 2006: 20). Quinn’s will to 
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read the text, to know, ultimately fails. He cannot decipher what he wrote down, and the 

writing becomes his only certainty.  

In the end, Quinn can only exist if there is room for text in his red notebook. When the 

notebook is full, the text vanishes and with it Quinn. The City and Quinn are only text and 

because they both only have this quality, Quinn becomes City and City becomes Quinn, part 

Quinn-City, part City-Quinn. The act of writing and the characteristics of text cause the 

dissolving of the boundaries between the two entities Quinn and City that were not stable in 

the first place. They partly take on each other’s characteristics and in doing so they undo their 

original features and they become a hybrid construction between each other. Or as Alison 

Russell writes in her essay “Deconstructing The New York Trilogy: Paul Auster’s Anti-

Detective Fiction”: “Quinn literally vanishes from the text when he runs out of space in his 

red textbook , seemingly imploding into the text of City of Glass: “It was as though he had 

melted into the walls of the City”.” (Russell, 1990: 75)  

 

The rhizome and the lines of flight in Cosmopolis 

 

The journey of Eric Packer, described in Cosmopolis, that roughly covers one day, a day in 

April in the year 2000, has often been compared to Ulysses by James Joyce. His goal is to get 

a haircut on the other side of town. His voyage is obstructed by various traffic jams caused by 

a presidential visit to the city, a funeral procession for a Sufi rap star and a full-fledged riot. 

Along the way Packer has several chance meetings with his wife, seeing her in a taxi, a 

bookstore and lying naked in the street, taking part in a movie as an extra. Meanwhile, Packer 

is being followed by two men, a ‘pastry assassin’ and a ‘credible threat’. During the day, 

Packer loses incredible amounts of money for his clients by betting against the rise of the yen. 

He seems to relish in the fact that he is not bothered at all by the loss of so much money; he 

also makes sure he loses all of his wife’s fortune, to ensure his ruin is inevitable. This is not 

unexpected as it is stock trader slang ‘getting a haircut’ means losing enormous sums of 

money in the stock market. 
8
 

The journey can be described as follows: Packer is sitting (not moving as opposed to the 

walking of Quinn) in a stretched limousine that moves from East to West with a definite goal, 

to get a haircut. He is voluntarily locked in the cocoon that is his limo and every observation 

                                                 
8
 This observation on ‘getting a haircut’ is made by Stuart Noble in “Don DeLillo and Society’s Reorientation to 

Time and Space: An Interpretation of Cosmopolis” in: AS Peers, vol.1, 2008, p.2. 
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he makes is indirect via high-tech computer screens that seem to broadcast the events a split 

second before they actually happen. His car is protected with a cork-lining to protect him 

against the street noise, but it doesn’t work. ‘“Did it work?” “How could it work? �o. The 

city eats and sleeps noise. It makes noise out of every century. It makes the same noise it made 

in the seventeenth century along with all the noises that have evolved since then. �o. But I 

don’t mind the noise. The noise emerges me. The important thing is that it’s [the cork] there.” 

(DeLillo, 2003: 71) 

In his protected high-tech car he is still able to make observation of any kind. He is not locked 

in and he is moving through the City, which is important for the developing of the rhizome. 

By making observations he makes small ruptures in the linear line that is his limo-ride from 

the East of the City to the West. The following observation decides the make-up of the City 

that in itself is ever changing. 

 

Buses rumbled up the avenue in pairs, hacking and panting, buses abreast or single file, sending 

people to the sidewalk in sprints, live prey, nothing new, and that’s where construction workers were 

eating lunch, seated against bank walls, legs stretched, rusty boots, appraising eyes, all trained on the 

streaming people, […] women in brisk shirts, […] tourists, other high and slick with fingernail from 

vampire movies […] and the workers were alert for freakishness of any kind. […] These were scenes 

that normally roused him, the great rapacious flow, where the physical will of the city, the ego fevers, 

the assertions of industry, commerce and crowds shape every anecdotal moment. (DeLillo, 2003: 41)  

 

In his essay “Don DeLillo and Society’s reorientation to Time and Space” Stuart Noble 

describes the limousine ride as a double simulation. A simulation because all reality is viewed 

from within the car looking out, like what he calls a ‘Disney ride’ (DeLillo, 2003: 61). This 

simulation is doubled because Packer watches the events unfold on the limo’s surveillance 

system, instead of through the windows, because ‘it makes more sense on TV’ (DeLillo, 

2003: 89). What Packer observes is not merely a copy of the world outside the limo, but ‘a 

copy of a copy that stands on its own as a copy without a model.’ 
9
 The copy breaks its ties 

with the model; it breaks with its ontological meaning. The world outside the limo as 

perceived by Packer on the TV screens is different from the world outside the limo. 

Not only his observations of the outside world (or the world outside of the limo) create 

ruptures in this linear movement he is making, but also his access to the world via his 

                                                 
9
 The reference for this quote can be found on page 9 of this thesis in the theoretical section. 
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numerous screens and his wrist watch break with the tube
10
 that is the limousine ride. On 

various occasions different people enter the tube, and Packer leaves it several times as well. 

The moving forward of the tube itself is a continuous rupture with everything before and 

within this continuous rupture, other (literal) breaks in and out of the containment of this 

limousine space simultaneously cause the creation of other tubes. It is through the limo that 

the City of New York receives a face. His whole world and the world around him seem to 

take place within the aura of the limousine. When he leaves the car, he is always accompanied 

by ‘cyborg’ chief of security Torval, who remains as the almost physical connection between 

Packer and his car. 

In his limousine, Packer is visited by Shiner, his chief of technology, who ensures him that his 

system is impenetrable (DeLillo, 2003: 12). Michael Chin, his currency analyst, with whom 

he discusses a poem by Polish poet Herbert, also drops by. In this poem
11
 that tells of the 

downfall of Warsaw, a rat becomes the currency of the world. He picks up his chief of finance 

Jane Melman from the street, who is jogging on the streets and has sex with her, just after his 

prostate exam, delivered in his limousine by a substitute doctor has been completed. He 

perceives his sexual climax on one of his TV screens before he obtains it (DeLillo, 2003: 52). 

By allowing people to ‘enter’ his continuous rupture, the rupture itself is changing its nature. 

New ideas or observations are injected into the tube (limousine) and after processing, Packer 

can reinject these ideas into the world (albeit in an altered version). 

Packer leaves his limousine on several occasions. In the novel, this has a double function. The 

leaving can be regarded as the above described reinjection; but it also can be Packer who 

reinjects the observations he makes outside of the limo into the limo. This was the continuous 

rupture of the limo ride will always alter along its way, although the alteration does not seem 

to have a personal implication. When he sees his new wife Elise Shifrin sitting in a taxi, he 

steps outside of his limo and they visit a coffee shop where he observes the following:  

 

The place was crowded. He heard stray words in French and Somali seeping through the ambient 

noise. That was the disposition of this end of 47
th
 street. Dark women in ivory robes walking in the 

river wind toward the UN secretariat. Apartment towers called L’Ecole and Octavia. There were Irish 

                                                 
10
 The reason for calling the limo ride a tube, other than the connection with the appearance of a limousine, is an 

allusion to Deleuze’s quote I cited in my theoretical section. (p.11) “The rhizome itself assumes very diverse 

forms, from ramified surface extension in all directions to concretion int. o bulbs and tubers.”  I regard the limo 

as a significant part of the rhizome, as a rupture for maintaining the rhizome 
11
 Zbigniew Herbert, “Report from the Besieged City, in:  Raport z oblężonego Miasta i inne wiersze (Report 

from the Besieged City and other poems), 1983. 
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nannies pushing strollers in the park. And Elise of course, Swiss or something, sitting across the table. 

(DeLillo, 2003: 17) 

 

He makes a stop at the apartment of his art dealer, Didi Fancher, with whom he has sex, and 

tries to persuade her to sell him a Rothko chapel, which he wants to place in his house. He 

does not take into consideration that some artworks are not for sale. His observations of other 

people and his actions stay on the surface and do not seem to make an impact on him. His life 

as is his world is closely linked to the financial market. 

In an episode central in the novel, Packer and his chief of theory Vija Kinski discuss the 

global economy and its foundations. Packer believes that currency exchanges are governed by 

‘cross harmonies between nature and data’ (DeLillo, 2003: 200). “There’s a common 

surface”, he maintains, “an affinity between market movements and the natural world” 

(DeLillo, 2003: 86). This means that everything in the natural world and in human activity, in 

the form of the world market, needs to be quantified into minute and discrete data, measurable 

in fractions of cents and ‘yoctoseconds’.   

Aaron Chandler speaks in his essay “An Unsettling, Alternative Self: Benno Levin, 

Emmanual Levinas and Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis” of the paradoxes of space-time 

compression, the limo takes all day long to travel from two miles to the barbershop. During 

his day-long journey, though, he has access to the entire world and a hyperbolic compression 

of events occurs: he borrows and loses billions of Japanese yen, has sex with three different 

women, watches assassinations in Russia and Korea, receives a prostate exam and kills his 

own chief of security Torval (DeLillo, 2003: 241). 

From all these observations we can derive that Packer has and uses all possibilities of 

extending himself into the City, into the world for that matter. Bored by doing this, he is 

trying to make a change in the second part of the book. Even though, he can see it from a mile 

coming he still loses enormous amounts of money by betting wrongly on the yen. And to 

receive a enlightening, maybe even a transgressing urge, he urges one of his security guards, 

Kendra Hays to shoot him with a shun gun.  

This wilful self destruction is closely linked to Packers’ humungous narcissism and his 

solipsism. These particular aspects of his character contribute an important part to his fixation 

on otherness. His fascination for otherness is largely explained by his determination to 

constantly provoke other people. He lavishes in cultural phenomena that differ from the 

standard opinions. For example, his choice in minimalist artwork is solely based on the fact 

that his guests do not know how to look at it, and his choice in music limits to artists that have 
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very specific nationalist connotations (attributed to them). He wants to be the other, and tries 

to be as a continuous rupture but realizes time and again that he is the victim of sameness. All 

the rat allusions made in the text are supporting this argument, as he is scaling himself as one 

of the rat pack. (Or can not seem to get out being scaled). Also rats are the unsavoury, living 

beings that have accompanied human progress, particularly in urban environment and 

particularly in New York, where there is said to be one for every human inhabitant.  

Chandler argues that the rat becomes the signifier of otherness. The threat to the sovereignty 

of Packer as first citizen of New York becomes more and more apparent as the rat images 

multiply (DeLillo, 2003: 249). The rat is the currency in Packer’s bank account (2003: 23), 

globalization protesters wear rat costumes (2003: 99), Benno Levin’s apartment is overrun 

with rats (2003: 182), after half his haircut Packer’s hair is ‘ratty’ (2003: 60). As Packer 

becomes more and more rat, the less different from others he himself becomes. In the 

beginning of the novel he was on one side and the rat on the other. Along the book they grow 

closer to each other, Packer emerges in rat characteristics. Other than in Kafka’s Die 

Verwandlung, where the protagonist Georg Samsa transforms into a cockroach, Packer does 

not change into an actual rat. He gets killed instead, but we never know what could have 

happened, if he did not get killed. It might have been the logical step for DeLillo to let Packer 

actually change in a rat, so that the continuous rupture would not be cut off. 

According to Stuart Noble, Don DeLillo depicts New York as a microcosm for neo-liberal 

globalization and its problems. He conceives the city portrayed in a state of chaos, suffering 

from collective posttraumatic stress disorder. The city is described as a society that has not yet 

adjusted to the new temporal/spatial reality. Modern language is incapable of keeping up with 

this radically changing spatial and temporal environment (Noble, 2008: 59). 

A fundamental change has indeed taken place in the Western culture, but according to Packer, 

society a large, seems to keep operating from a modernist and sometimes even nineteenth 

century industrial language platform, “carrying the nitwit rhyme out of the age of industrial 

glut into smart places built on beams of light.”  (DeLillo, 2003: 102). According to Noble, 

Cosmopolis serves as a cultural artefact participating in the reconceptualization of time and 

space. But DeLillo does not offer a replacement vocabulary (Noble, 2008: 61).  

The redescription thus occurs only as a critique of the inability of contemporary language to 

accurately describe the new society. This critique on contemporary language is brought forth 

in the novel by Packer, who has a distinct distaste for words like ‘skyscraper that has an 

anachronistic quality’ (DeLillo, 2003: 9) and ‘hand organizer…an object whose original 

culture had just about disappeared’ (2003: 9). He also questions archaic words like 
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‘Automated Teller Machine’ (2003: 54) and ‘Walkie-Talkie’ (2003: 102). The redescription 

continues when he states that ‘it was time to retire the word phone’ (2003: 88) and when he 

tells the reader that ‘even the word computer sound backward and dumb’ (2003: 104).    

Packer is ready for the changing environment and he can’t accept that physical reality is not. 

The world is not ready for Packer, so he has to be killed. In the case of Quinn, from City of 

Glass, it is the other way around. Quinn was not ready for the city of New York that made 

him feel lost and eventually made him lose his existence. The book Cosmopolis is written 

almost two decades after the City of Glass was published. It seems that (some) modern man is 

a stage further in adopting the new reality (or hyper reality), although language cannot quite 

catch up yet. Packer as becoming-rat might be able to loose his speech (or as a becoming-rat 

speech is redundant anyway). The rat always lived alongside men and if mankind ceases to 

exist, the rat probably will live on for a little while. Rats are the perfect vehicle to 

‘contaminate’ the world and even be the reason for the extinction of men. As a becoming-rat, 

Packer is able to form a rhizome with the new reality that a ‘normal’ man can not cope with 

yet.  

Noble supports the argument of the inadequacy of language stated before and takes up the 

Baudrillardian concept of a society in simulation, in Packer’s case a society consumed by the 

spectacle of global media and cyber-capital. According to Baudrillard the hyper-real 

transcends representation only because it is entirely in simulation. The world of digitization 

and cyber-capital, which is Packer’s world, transcends linguistic representation. For Packer, 

language is currently incapable and utterly inappropriate for expressing the current situation, a 

situation that is marked by simulation, hyper-reality and ever-increasing speeds of change. Or 

as Baudrillard would put it: ‘the cool universe of digitality has absorbed the world of 

metaphor and metonymy’ (Noble, 2008: 63).   

The City appears as a space that is diverse but above all can’t be described. This failure in 

description makes the City unstable but causes on the other hand the opening up of 

possibilities in emerging as something new every time. Changing, unstable descriptions 

transform the character of the City. 
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Chapter two: Exploring sites of social struggle:  

The rhizomatic $ew York city space in socially and politically engaged novels: 

The cases of People in Trouble (1990) and �etherland (2008) 

 

Other than in the previous section these two novels are less concerned with the problematics 

of language and have less typical postmodern merits than the two novels described in section 

one. The main themes in these two novels are more politically and socially orientated. In the 

city seems to rule a state of fear. In the eighties in New York it was the fear of AIDS and in 

the ‘zeroes’ it was/is the fear of terrorism. This fear, on the one hand, causes exclusion of 

either homosexuals or ethnic minorities and, on the other hand, the birth of (activist) groups. 

The bonding is necessary and that’s why the main characters of each novel do seek the 

closeness of relatives or same minded people. 

Although both books have different approaches, People in Trouble was written to urge people 

to act out in real life and �etherland was written to show different ways of coping with 9/11,   

I think the two books show the same elements of fear. It is needless to say New York City 

was the most prominent stage in both incorporations of fear. My main research objectives for 

this section will also be the rhizomatic character of New York City and its functions in the 

lives of the protagonists. I will try to follow the line of argumentation from the first 

comparative section as much as possible. The social and political aspect of the novels attribute 

much to the sites/spaces in New York and a network is formed, not only spatially but also 

ideologically. The second part of this comparative section will therefore focus on the social 

and political implications of People in Trouble. The analysis of Netherland will be placed in 

the middle of this section as the nature of the rhizome and its workings are very close 

connected to its social and political connotations. 

 

The rhizome and its lines of flight in People in Trouble 

 

People in Trouble by Sarah Schulman tells the story of a love triangle involving Molly, a 

lesbian AIDS activist; Kate, a married visual artist who becomes Molly’s lover; and Peter, a 

theatrical lighting designer and Kate’s husband. Kate is a dramatic flame-haired artist and 

every inch the selfish urban intellectual, excluding both her husband and Molly. Peter is 

surprised by his wife’s increasing interest in the gay world but also by the increasing gayness 

of the world itself. Peter sees Molly as a man-hater, though all the men Molly loves seem to 

be dropping dead from AIDS.   
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Parallel to this love story, the novel records the rise of Justice, an AIDS activist organization 

modelled after ACT UP/ New York. Drifting up Christopher Street one day, Molly encounters 

James and Scott, a gay couple drumming up support for the radical activist group called 

‘Justice’. She agrees to help and the group meetings are a tonic to Molly, who is sick of 

waiting for Kate’s calls and sick of the disease and homelessness that confront her in the East 

Village. 

Eventually she persuades Kate to come to the meetings, but Kate uses the experience from the 

meetings only as material for her art. Molly and Peter both struggle for Kate’s attention, but 

her main focus is the inadequacy of her artwork to contribute positively to the ravages of 

AIDS and the questions of homelessness in New York.  

While Kate creates a huge outdoor installation, a kind of dramatic collage, Molly and ‘Justice’ 

struggle to defeat a Donald Trump-like developer, named Ronald Horne, who is seeking to 

evict AIDS-infected men from buildings all over the city. Molly finds sexual solace with a 

Chinatown cowgirl junkie named Sam. In the end of the book the developer is burned alive 

during a public speech. It seems he has funded Kate’s installation, which gets torched during a 

demonstration by members of ‘Justice’. Molly finds the courage to leave selfish Kate for more 

open love affairs.  

The three aforementioned major characters (Kate, Peter and Molly) and the other minor 

characters depict the different opinions on and manifestations of homosexuality that are 

apparent in New York. The book consists of chapters that are written from the viewpoints of 

the three main protagonists. They each observe the city in a particular way, representative and 

stereotypical for the social and political class that they belong to.  

What interests me most in this book, concerning rhizome and lines of flight, is the movement 

from the two opposing groups through the city. The first group can be seen as the middle-

class, capitalist, disinterested people of the City with their most ultimate leader Ronald Horne, 

the developer as their manifestation, on the other side there are the members of Justice who 

are trying to obstruct the plans of Horne. As said before, Horne is trying to evict all AIDS-

infected men from buildings all over the city, subsequently buys the buildings and transforms 

them into luxurious consumer goods. He is also buying and transforming land and public 

buildings that did not serve as commodities before, for example the New York harbour and 

the New York Public Library. He alters the city view and the city space, breaks with former 

functions of buildings, making his own emporium that slithers its way through the city. On 

the other side we have the Justice members, who try to recruit members on the streets and 

have their meetings in empty buildings around the city. In the course of the novel the group 
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expands and they have to move their meetings to larger buildings several times (from an 

apartment in Kate’s flat to an abandoned discotheque). Collecting people and moving through 

the city literally and figuratively leaves a trace. The move from one building to another causes 

a rupture that changes the nature of the group, the larger they get the more active they can 

become, the more power they have. As the organization ‘Justice’ expands, different kinds of 

people join the group, old ideas come under discussion, and new ideas are formed. The 

expansion causes ruptures with old ideas and new ideas make their way through the city. The 

group gets more and more active; because of their growth they can mach a bigger difference. 

That is why they feel stronger, the diseased and their loved ones feel stronger. Their organized 

riots start small and relatively innocent and find their climax in the burning alive of Ronald 

Horne.  

The two movements (Horne’s supporters and ‘Justice’) both spread through the city and 

interact; this results in new connections and the ever-changing nature of the city space. 

‘Justice’ members occupy the largest hotel of Horne and try to literally break down his 

influence on the city. The media get involved and ignorant people are shown what is 

happening in the social margins of the city. The ideas of a minority are injected into society. 

In this respect contagion gets a positive connotation. (As opposed to the negative connotation 

that AIDS has.) 

In a review on Queers in Space by Gordon Brent Ingram, Sally Munt acknowledges the fact 

that activisms were clearly concerned with making space for elided or circumscribed groups, 

thus creating symbolic and material presence in the public sphere. Also she states, that places 

can be read as the environment for politics. They are invested with the desire for inclusion and 

with the annoyance of exclusion. Munt follows Foucault ideas on space that the ‘power-

geometry’ of space is unstable and that spaces claw and knaw [sic] at us, break open the 

yearning to belong, relief from displacement. Our entry into space changes it. (Munt, 2006:2)  

 

The rhizome, the lines of flight and its social and political implication in �etherland 

 

�etherland by Joseph O’Neill, my literary inspiration for this thesis, tells the story of an 

immigrant of Dutch descent who is lost in The City when his wife and son leave him. The 

protagonist Hans van den Broek lives with his British-born wife Rachel and their son in 

Lower Manhattan when the plane hits and the World Trade Center falls. The 9/11 attacks 

force the little family to flee farther uptown where they end up living in the shabby-glamorous 

Chelsea Hotel, and it is there that their marriage slowly cracks apart. Rachel wants to take 
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their son back to London and her family, she is afraid for more terrorist attacks. Their child 

will be safer in London, far away from George Bush and the United States, which she regards 

as ‘ideologically diseased’. Hans is unsure of his feelings and starts to feel as if he is a 

‘political-ethical idiot’. The novel shows us the uncertainties that were felt after the 9/11 

attacks and how life changed in New York City. The times when you could not attend a 

dinner party unless you were armed for hours of bitter debate:  

For those under the age of 45 it seemed that world events had finally contrived a meaningful test of 

their capacity for conscientious political thought. Many of my acquaintances, I realized, had passed the 

last decade or two in a state of intellectual and psychic yearning for such a moment — or, if they 

hadn’t, were able to quickly assemble an expert arguer’s arsenal of thrusts and statistics and ripostes 

and gambits and examples and salient facts and rhetorical manoeuvres. I, however, was almost 

completely caught out. (O’Neill, 2008: 18) 

Hans and Rachel are trying to avoid is “what might be termed a historic mistake. We were 

trying to understand, that is, whether we were in a pre-apocalyptic situation, like the 

European Jews in the ’30s or the last citizens of Pompeii, or whether our situation was 

merely near-apocalyptic, like that of the cold war inhabitants of �ew York, London, 

Washington and, for that matter, Moscow.” (O’Neill, 2008: 18) But all this does not matter. 

Rachel and their son leave New York and Hans stays back in New York. Suddenly Hans does 

not seem to know what do to with himself and starts hanging out in the hotel; from a family 

man he is transformed, against his will, into one of the funny people in the hotel. There is a 

woman who talks to himself, a man who dresses like an angel and other obscure folk. As a 

consequence he re-evaluates his job, his relationship and his life in general. Different from the 

characters in People in Trouble he does not act out, other than making new observations he 

stays lethargic.   

The second story line develops around the solace that Hans finds in cricket. The game 

reminds him of his childhood in Den Haag, where he used to play the game, and of his mother 

who attended all his games. In the New York cricket scene, he makes acquaintance with a guy 

from Trinidad named Chuck Ramkissoon, who is reminiscent of Gatsby due to his eloquence. 

Chuck is a fervent cricket admirer and his dream to put cricket literally and figuratively on the 

New York City map. The novel provides a plunge into the vibrant subculture of cricket, where 

Hans is one of the few white men to be found on the hundreds of largely West-Indian teams in 

the city, teams that hang out, in the summertime in shabby, lesser-known public parks. The 

cricket these guys play is not the same as the game they fell in love with in their previous 

countries. The New York fields are too small, and not well tended. Joseph O’Neill opens up a 
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new world on the outskirts of Manhattan, where we come across countless men who would 

normally be invisible to the wealthy residents of Manhattan. One character sharply remarks: 

“You want a taste of how it feels to be a black man in this country? Put on the white clothes 

of the cricketer. Put on white to feel black.”  (O’Neill, 2008: 13) 

Chuck Ramkissoon of course wants his cricket centre to thrive, with a stadium, international 

fixtures, advertisement and TV rights, but he has much higher ambitions: he eventually wants 

to save the world.  

 

All people, Americans, whoever, are at their most civilized when they’re playing cricket. What’s the 

first thing that happens when Pakistan and India make peace? They play a cricket match. Cricket is 

instructive, Hans. It has a moral angle. ... I say, we want to have something in common with Hindus 

and Muslims? Chuck Ramkissoon is going to make it happen. With the New York Cricket Club, we 

could start a whole new chapter in U.S. history. Why not? (O’Neill, 2008: 144) 

 

Gatsby-like, Chuck delivers numerous political and cultural monologues when Hans drives 

him around the boroughs of New York. Chuck claims he is helping Hans to pass his driving 

text but Hans is actually Chuck’s chauffeur, dropping him of at some of his least tasteful 

business dealings. As Hans meanders through the city, he comes across both natural and 

human wonders. There is the Hudson, covered with ice: “Ice was spread out over the breadth 

of the Hudson like a plot of cloud. The whitest and largest fragments were flat polygons, and 

surrounding these was a mass of slushy, messy ice, as if the remains of a zillion cocktails had 

been dumped there. By the bank, where the rotting stumps of an old pier projected like a 

species of mangrove, the ice was shoddy, papery rubble, and immobile; farther out, floes 

moved quickly towards the bay.” (O’Neill, 2008: 128)    

And there is also Coney Island Avenue, where Hans closely observes colourful characters and 

exotic scenes: 

 

That low-slung, scruffily commercial thoroughfare that stands in almost surreal contrast to the tranquil 

residential blocks it traverses, a shoddily bustling strip of vehicles double-parked in front of gas 

stations, synagogues, mosques, beauty salons, bank branches, restaurants, funeral homes, auto body 

shops, supermarkets, assorted small businesses proclaiming provenances from Pakistan, Tajikistan, 

Ethiopia, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Armenia, Ghana, the Jewry, Christendom, Islam: it was on 

Coney Island Avenue, on a subsequent occasion, that Chuck and I came upon a bunch of South 

African Jews, in full sectarian regalia, watching televised cricket with a couple of Rastafarians in the 

front office of a Pakistani-run lumberyard. (O’Neill, 2008: 141) 
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All these observations allow us to perceive New York City from different angles. Remarks on 

the nature and culture of the city space are interrupted by memories of his childhood in 

Holland and random sayings in Dutch. He is integrating his history into his empty life in New 

York City. He is injecting his former full life into the void of New York that he lives in. He is 

only able to retell his story of his lonely years in New York when he is back with his wife.  

The cricket fields, the cricket centre where Chuck aims at and the driving around through the 

outskirts of the City, are decisive for the make-up of the rhizome. Chuck wants a real-sized 

cricket field in his envisioned cricket centre, which he calls Bald Eagle Field, and he and 

Hans head out there at least once a week to take care of the field. The undertaking is part of a 

try to put a cultural phenomenon that exists in the margins, on the map, in the centre. The 

inhospitable cricket field is where minorities meet in teams and create their own major site. 

The driving around might be regarded as symbolic for the enunciation of the cricket dream in 

every corner of New York City, thus creating small ruptures in the existing structures in those 

specific parts. The dream of Chuck never comes into being, as the American dreamer 

disappears und gruelling circumstances. Later, when Hans is back with his wife and living in 

London, he finds out that Chuck’s body has been lying in the Brooklyn canal for over two 

years. Though chronologically happens at the end of the story, the news of Chuck’s death is 

put in the beginning of the novel. Without this news, he would never had recapitulated his 

story, or thought about had happened in New York. The news made him break out of his 

comfortable life and plunge into his forgotten past and redefine New York City. One can 

leave New York City but New York City will never leave you. As your life evolves, New 

York City evolves with you.  

This novel seems to be mostly about the ambiguous American dream for immigrants, 

outsiders, although we know that New York is largely an immigrant town. Cricket is 

portrayed as the immigrant’s imagined community, an emblem of foreignness and a dream of 

America. The field as a site supports these associations. As any other sport, cricket has 

random ideals, aspirations, memories and above all a code of ethics. More than that, it is a 

game that unites.  The immigrants playing cricket in New York are the real Americans, the 

true natives, at once colonials and first colonists. The colonials want to be colonists; Hans the 

ancestral colonist, wants to be a colonial.  
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According to Benjamin Kunkel
12
 in his review on Netherland, O’Neill makes an effort to 

gather a large variety of social spaces. He claims that many of us live like Hans, a kind of far-

flung life, globalized in all its localities, international even on a molecular scale. He argues 

that contemporary fiction has tried to keep up with this aggressive form of living. (Kunkel, 

2008) O’Neill incorporates descriptions of the satellite images available via Google Earth in is 

novel. In New York, he uses this software to keep vigil over his son’s London bedroom, and 

later, after his final return to married life in London, he flies down to haunt the proposed 

grounds of Chuck Ramkissoon’s never-to-be-built cricket stadium. 

 

I veer away into Brooklyn, over houses, parks, graveyards, and halt at olive-green coastal water. I 

track the shore. Gravesend and Gerritsen slide by, and there is Floyd Bennett Field’s geometric sprawl 

of runways. I fall again, as low as I can. There’s Chuck’s field. It is brown – the grass has burned – but 

it is still there. There’s no trace of a batting square. The equipment shed is gone. I’m just seeing a 

field. I stare at it for a while. I am contending with a variety of reactions, and consequently with a 

single brush on the touch pad I flee upward into the atmosphere and at once have in my sights the 

physical planet, submarine wrinkles and all – have the option, if so moved, to go anywhere. From up 

here, though, a human’s movement is a barely intelligible thing. Where would he move to, and for 

what? There is no sign of nations, no sense of the work of man. The USA as such is nowhere to be 

seen. (O’Neill, 2008: 244) 

 

This passage is very interesting because it represents new territory, or at least new subject 

matter, claimed for fiction. And it demonstrates some ostensible casual constructions: the 

place name Gerritsen alludes to the Dutch origins of New York, while Gravesend insinuates 

the watery conclusion, Chuck’s body being found in the canal, already mentioned in the 

beginning of the book.  

Kunkel also touches upon the unusual friendship between Hans and Chuck, only grounded by 

their shared love for cricket. They are from widely different social classes and nationalities 

and Hans seems unable to find any connection between his life as a cricketer and friend of 

Chuck with his other life as a financial analyst, a husband and a father. The numerous 

accounts of cricket scenes fail to connect to the rest of the story. Cricket is his ticket to 

temporary forgetfulness, an autistic remove from everything else. Although he wonders ‘if 

                                                 
12
 Kunkel, Benjamin, “Men in White, review of �etherland by Joseph O’Neill”, in: London Review of Books, 17 

July 2008. http://www.lrb.co.uk/v30/n14/kunk01_.html  As this concerns an online review, there are no page 

numbers. 
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what we see, when we see men in white take to a cricket field, is men imagining an 

environment of justice’, Hans does not really seem concerned with the world beyond the 

boundaries as a place of injustice, whether of marital, racial or economic kind. This novel 

rather shows us the difficulties of living in our age and how to live after 9/11 than urging the 

reader to act out.  

This is probably why Kunkel thinks this novel complements Cosmopolis, a connection I did 

not see before. He claims that both novels share the same problem: “though warm-blooded 

human organisms, on the ancient model, swim through precisely this new urban world of 

global transactions and glassy-eyed condominiums, it is hard to make both the creature and 

his environment, the character and his setting, seem real at one and the same time” Kunkel 

continues that this is the reason that we can not believe in the life of either Eric Packer or 

Hans van den Broek; the one seems to futuristic and the other is out-of-date. And even though 

the financial world, the world of Google Earth, the world of cricket and the world of crazy 

architecture overlap with the world of our protagonists, they seem not able to capture or 

represent the most ordinary, contemporary life in New York City.  

 

Social implications and engagement in People in Trouble 

 

In the book Love and Anger: Essays on AIDS, Activism and Politics Peter F. Cohen addresses 

the nearsightedness not only of the majorities who wish to close their eyes on problems such 

as AIDS, homelessness and racism, but also the short-sightedness within minority groups 

itself. His chapter on People in Trouble exemplifies this problematic. The notion of accepting 

the other/otherness is the most important in making changes that would benefit everyone. 

Cohen characterizes Peter and Kate not as homophobic but rather as people who are willing to 

abandon groups of people that are different from themselves (Cohen, 1998: 94). Their 

‘abandonment’ happens either explicitly when Peter views himself as the oppressed party in 

his relationship with gays or when Kate refuses to identify as a lesbian or it happens through 

neglect for instance when Peter determines there is nothing he can do to assist the homeless 

with whom he so inappropriately identifies.  

Peter is a character that has a smug sense of superiority to others and seems unwilling to do 

anything to benefit people who are different from himself. This is completely different than 

Schulman’s personal understanding of radical politics. Cohen commemorates an interview 

with Schulman where she states that “a ‘radical’ politics is one in which you take your place 
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in a larger movement for freedom for everybody. That you are not just there for yourself. It is 

how you see yourself in relation to other people.” (Cohen, 1998: 94) 

Cohen continues that this particular portrayal of Peter has another function as well. It suggests 

the possibility that gay people fail to make connections with people that differ from 

themselves (for example women, people of colour, injection drug users or the homeless). 

Middle-class gay men need to recognize that although they are suffering from a deadly form 

of oppression and because of that are disempowered to a great extent; they still can do 

something about the oppression being experienced by other groups. By offering her readers a 

character that thinks only in terms of his own needs, Schulman urges her public to ask 

themselves if they really wish to act in the same way. 

Schulman critiques middle-class ‘me-first’ politics that she also encountered in the real AIDS 

movement in New York called ACT UP. The unexpected loss of class privilege and the 

selfish ‘why me’ and ‘I don’t want to die’ are emblematic for the way activist movement are 

organized but in fact should not be.  People in Trouble addresses these issues by depicting a 

Justice meeting as follows:  

 

Scott began the meeting with a list of announcements. As he read from the notes he played 

unconsciously with his pony-tail, twisting the hair around the forefinger of his right hand. He had a 

combined air of enthusiasm and serious determination: like a middle-class boy who one day 

discovered injustice and then proceeded to do something about it with both sincere conviction and 

class arrogance about things getting done his way. (Schulman, 1990: 116)  

 

Schulman is also quite clear about the class backgrounds of most of the men in the room when 

describing another Justice meeting: “They were distinguished homosexuals with white-boy 

jobs, who had forgotten they were queer until AIDS came along and everyone else reminded 

them.” (Schulman, 1990: 158) 

With the character of James, who as a personal project tries to transform AIDS from an 

overwhelming personal void into a group effort, to try to help others avoid the same fate, 

Schulman tries to make her readers think of an alternative AIDS movement that can 

potentially benefit others besides themselves. This would mean to even go beyond the 

thinking of James, who still thinks inside his own group, even though he tries not to. How this 

should be modelled is shown in a utopian act from ‘Justice’ called Credit Card Day. In this 

scene ‘Justice’ Members collect the credit cards of people with AIDS who are close to death 

or have recently died in order to organize a gigantic shopping spree for the poor of New York. 
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Groceries for the homeless, fur coats for residents of the women’s shelter, “electrical and 

construction supplies for the Lower East Side squatters” and “one-way tickets for people 

wanting to return to Jamaica, Puerto Rico and Miami Beach” (Schulman, 1990: 208) are paid 

for with the credit cards, under the assumption that the owners are close enough to death that 

they will never have to pay for the charges themselves. 

It is important for Schulman that people who suffer from AIDS are willing to look beyond 

their own suffering. They may not be able to help themselves anymore but by claiming their 

still existing economical and social privileges they can mobilize these privileges on behalf of 

other excluded minority groups. Or as Cohen explains the two contrasting standpoints on 

homelessness depicted in the novel: “by representing a response to the problem of 

homelessness, Credit Card Day stands in sharp contrast to Peter’s inability to ‘imagine what 

to do’ upon witnessing the homeless in the soup kitchen. Peter philosophizes; Justice acts.” 

(Cohen, 1998: 97)  

Schulman, being a vigorous activist herself, tries to offer solutions and incitements for the real 

AIDS activist movement ACT UP. Not only does she try to open up the metaphoric enclosed 

spaces within the book (these enclosed spaces are movements only concerned with 

themselves), thus creating a snowball effect of people of all kinds helping each other but she 

also tries to transcend the borders of fiction, holding a mirror in front of people and making 

them to change their ways. It is a possibility that her engagement causes the social network to 

expand further than just singular groups and outside the realm of fiction, thus giving the 

rhizome ample opportunity to expand like indestructible weed and creating new ways of 

activism. 
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Conclusion 

 

Deleuze does not write regular conclusions, not when discussing literature and also not in his 

philosophical treatises. In Kafka he does not mention a chapter that can be viewed as a 

conclusion and in A Thousand Plateaus he writes a conclusion that is out of the ordinary in 

the least. Some of the concepts he addressed in this book are summed up in a seeming random 

order, putting the first letter of the concept in the right corner of the page, naming the concept, 

and subsequently stating observations on these concepts that were made all through the book, 

putting in ostensible unsystematic numberings in the left margin. 

There may be a lot of reasons why Deleuze and Guattari could have done this. I think one of 

the reasons might be because they do not want to see their theory territorialized. If they would 

draw hard conclusions on what they have written before their theory would be stable and 

perhaps unalterable. Also they want us to think about different ways to approach concepts, 

ontology, metaphysics, philosophy and literary theory as well. I think this means a different 

approach to conclusions as well. This conclusion will also differ slightly from regular 

conclusions. 

First and foremost, I tried to give an alternative reading to the novels I have chosen. The 

concept of the rhizome is a tool, not of representation, but of becoming. The movement of 

writing and thinking is a continuous becoming, a continuous rupture. The reading in this 

thesis with the help of the concept of the rhizome causes that there is never a beginning or and 

end in writing and thinking. The writing functions as an ongoing creation of new concepts, or 

revising old concepts. The new ideas and concepts, concerning language, politics and identity, 

which come into being when writing literature, are never stable or eternal. The only 

characteristic of the new concept is that they are only experimentation, exploration. 

The spatial term of the rhizome has been applied to four contemporary novels, with as a main 

objective the opening up of spaces. Spaces that can provide new ways of interpreting 

literature are created. Not only is the interpretation of the novels novel, but also the ideas that 

are postulated in the novels can interpreted as different. The ideas on language, identity and 

politics that come forward have difference as its main characteristic. The subject is the 

ongoing reconceptualization of concepts. 

In my opinion I can not give a brief synopsis of the findings in this thesis as this would mean 

retelling all the steps I have made to come to these observations. I think that is probably the 
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reason why Deleuze (and his co-writers) hardly ever recapitulated what they have done 

before. 

The rhizome is ever-changing and meanders arbitrarily in every possible direction. I would be 

denying the nature of the rhizome when I would try to explain its workings in this small 

conclusion. For a conclusion I would suggest you, the reader, to read this essay again. I am 

positive that with the second reading, your opinions, your ideas will change again, thus re-

reconceptualizing the ideas on language, identity and politics. If it is your environment that 

influences your thinking, something you have seen on television, that made you think of this 

essay (and subsequently bring this observation into your re-reading of this essay), or 

something else.  

The nature of the rhizome, that I hope is this essay as well, will change whenever you lay eyes 

on it, start to think about it or trying to put observations on it to words. When re-reading the 

novels that are used in this essay I also will have different observations that I will inject in my 

understanding of the novels and my view on the world and I hope you will have the same. 

This way we can keep the rhizome intact and leave the lines of flight be instead rather than 

obstructing them by making final statements. 

The rhizome is a handy toolkit when it comes to reading literature, but there are implications 

beyond the concept of the rhizome as this toolkit. Literature does not need to have the goal of 

representing the world any longer. Literature makes connections with the world and creates 

something new. It creates a new view on the world, new view on ideas; and literature is 

always a form of resistance, a resistance against representation without difference. 

In our contemporary society we are followed by (rhizomatic) satellites, internet and 

television. We cannot deny these new media and we have to make connections with them as 

well. Even if we cannot handle this enormous progress in the real world at first instant, we 

have to use literature as the site to experiment with these new media, in language and in 

concepts. Literature carries new worlds within itself, because the writer and its brain are in 

connection with every possible aspect of the world. Literature tries to open up these 

connections and experiments with them. It is the job of the writer to bring these experiments 

into contemporary society, giving them a place in the world, the rhizomatic world, where it 

can form other connections with other books in society that can make new connections and 

open up new spaces for discussion and experiments in literature and in contemporary society 

and so on, and so on… 
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