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Abstract 

This thesis examines the two published novels of Renata Adler, Speedboat (1976) and Pitch 

Dark (1983), exploring the relationship between Adler’s distinctive narrative style and the 

multifaceted negotiation of agency found in these works. Both novels are read as autofiction, 

and their metanarrative approach as a comment on both the impossibility of representation 

in fiction and the empowering potential of personal narrative. Adler’s employment of 

affective language, which is used to construct both the character-narrators of these novels 

and the social contexts at which they cast their critical eyes, is equally entwined with their 

depiction of power: a rejection of empathy and passionate emotionality becomes a way of 

projecting objectivity, while a thorough condemnation of the emotion observed in secondary 

characters is a vital part of the novels’ satirical project. Pieter Vermeulen’s notion of 

“affective austerity,” which is used to guide this investigation into two works of fiction 

written and published in the immediate aftermath of the 1975 New York fiscal crisis, informs 

my conception of austerity as a literary form, one dictated by the cultural dominance of 

austerity politics. Speedboat and Pitch Dark, in their commitment to narrative and affective 

withholding, position austerity as another empowering strategy, which promotes a kind of 

agency reliant on respectability—a quality easily lost through careless expression, especially 

when the one expressing herself is a woman. Lending a sense of urgency to all of these 

strategies – self-reflexive narration, affective “toughness,” and austere storytelling – is the 

novels’ insistence on their necessity, lest the narrators be left completely disempowered. 

Discussing the many ways in which a novel (or two) can engage with questions of agency, 

my thesis approaches a more nebulous problem, one I perceive as central to the field of 

postmodern literary studies: what, if anything, can a work of fiction really change? 

 

Keywords: Renata Adler, metanarrativity, affect, austerity, agency, autofiction, female 
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1. Introduction 

As a critic, Renata Adler was ruthless. She spent the latter half of the 20th Century 

establishing herself as one of the most ferociously uncompromising intellectuals of her time, 

earning a reputation as a “relentlessly analytical writer, who can be a bit like a dog with a 

bone when she senses logical fallacy.”1 Her scathing deconstructions of the work of her 

contemporaries, and of the strange world in which she found herself writing, were the 

subjects of lively debate during the 60s, 70s, 80s, and 90s. During this time, Adler also wrote 

the books Speedboat (1976) and Pitch Dark (1983)—the only novels yet published by this 

singular author. Though largely well-received and extensively reviewed, they have rarely been 

the subject of scholarly articles. Instead, they gained a kind of cult status during their many 

years out of print, “passed around like samizdat” between those “in the know”.2 Whether 

Adler was (as suggested by Melinda Harvey) deliberately “rubbed out of the history of 

postmodern American fiction” or not, there is much still unsaid about the distinctive style 

she developed in these novels.3 

Speedboat and Pitch Dark are as sharp and rigorously constructed as Adler’s critical essays; 

at the same time, they reveal a refusal to adhere to the traditional structure of the novel, 

declaring their postmodernity through experimental fragmentation and self-reflexive 

storytelling. Both novels are short and spare, Adler never saying more than she has to, but 

their scope is anything but small: they span multiple continents and contain enormous casts 

of characters, many of whom appear only once. Several paragraphs consist of brief 

anecdotes, featuring figures and locales that are never to be revisited, or which recur only 

much later in the narrative—some are composed of a single sentence. “‘Of course I haven’t 

confused you with someone else. Either it was you, or I made it up,’” reads one two-sentence 

fragment, the quotation marks leaving the impression that this is something the narrator of 

Speedboat has been told, but completely omitting who might have said it and why.4 Context 

is rare, and most characters appear without a real introduction, forcing the reader to guess 

at the relationship between the narrator and “the young construction worker,” or “the wife 

 
1 Dean, Michelle. Sharp: The Women Who Made an Art of Having an Opinion. New York: Grove Atlantic, 

2018. p. 262. 
2 Domestico, Anthony. “Fiction in Fragments.” Commonweal Magazine, vol. 141, no. 7, 2014: 25–28. p. 26. 
3 Harvey, Melinda. “Is this a novel? Speedboat and Pitch Dark by Renata Adler.” Sydney Review of Books, 9 

May 2014, https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/reviews/is-this-a-novel-speedboat-and-pitch-dark-by-renata-
adler. Accessed 20 February 2026. 

4 Adler, Renata. Speedboat. London: Pan Books, 1978 (1976). p. 124. 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/reviews/is-this-a-novel-speedboat-and-pitch-dark-by-renata-adler
https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/reviews/is-this-a-novel-speedboat-and-pitch-dark-by-renata-adler
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of the Italian mineral-water tycoon,” or “Jim”.5 Muriel Spark calls Pitch Dark “a genre unto 

itself, a discontinuous first-person narrative,” noting that the same applies to Adler’s first 

novel.6 

Though both novels are largely autobiographical—Adler has referred to parts of them as 

“absolutely true, literally, word for word true”—they never allow their character-narrators 

to emerge too clearly, focusing instead on what populates the world around them.7 Adler’s 

surrogates are passive observers, parts of large groups whose experiences are relayed using 

the collective “we,” or entirely invisible, describing events for which they were not present. 

Often, a paragraph takes the form of an anecdote, relayed as though the narrator herself has 

simply heard the story somewhere else, or witnessed the situation described at a party. Thus, 

Adler denies her readers easy identification with the introspective, observant characters 

typically at the centre of an autofictional narrative, destabilising notions of empathetic 

identification. In their professional lives, as well as in their sharply critical tones and attention 

to detail, her narrators clearly resemble Adler herself, but if these narratives constitute a 

portrait of their author, then it is of Adler as an artist; their most revealing passages are not 

about her personal life but about a process of creative work. 

Critic Eleanor Swanson, who reviewed Speedboat in 1977, found herself driven to ask, 

“when is a novel not a novel but a philosophical treatise”. Hers is a mixed review, praising 

the novel as “evocative, shrewd, and hilarious,” but expressing disappointment with the 

“detached self-consciousness which unfortunately informs the book as a whole.”8 She notes 

that the “impersonal stance [...] seems almost obsessive in Adler.”9 Muriel Spark, on the 

other hand, finds the central character of Pitch Dark to be one of the novel’s greatest 

strengths, empathising with “her plight, her broken heart, her love story.”10 Narrator Kate 

Ennis (according to Spark a rare example of a modern literary “character worth the trouble 

of reading and writing about”) becomes visible through her “lively ideas, her intelligent 

opinions, her funny narrative style, and her wonderful access to her own honesty.”11 That 

“impersonal stance” is capable of both provoking and engaging readers, in its decisive 

 
5 Adler, 1976. pp. 11–12; 67. 
6 Spark, Muriel. “Afterword,” in Pitch Dark, Renata Adler. New York: New York Review Books, 1983. p. 

151. 
7 Lacey, Catherine. “Something Nice to Do: An Interview with Renata Adler”. Vice, 26 March 2015, 

https://www.vice.com/en/article/something-nice-to-do-an-interview-with-renata-adler-333/. Accessed 
12 May 2025. 

8 Swanson, Eleanor. “When a Novel is Not a Novel or the Middle Not Wide Enough.” The Denver 

Quarterly, vol. 11, no. 4, 1977: 189–193. pp. 192–193. 
9 Ibid. p. 190. 
10 Spark, 1983. p. 152. 
11 Ibid. 

https://www.vice.com/en/article/something-nice-to-do-an-interview-with-renata-adler-333/
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departure from the exploration of intense emotion that tends to go along with the novel 

form’s rendering of human experience. 

In 2013, Adler’s two novels were reissued as part of the New York Review of Books 

Classics Series, reflecting a renewed interest by readers in this kind of unconventional, 

cerebral autofiction. In fact, Speedboat was, in 2010, selected by the National Book Critics 

Circle as the work they would most like to see republished.12 And so, these decades-old 

books became part of what has been called “the prevalent trend of the 2010s”, an autofictive 

avalanche which has thus far “dominated the literature of the 21st Century.”13 

Research aims 

Although I am not interested in defining autofiction as a mode, the status of these novels as 

amalgams of fact and fiction becomes relevant through their metafictional aspects. Speedboat 

and Pitch Dark are both acutely concerned with the act of writing, and with the construction 

of their own narratives, dramatising not only the events of Adler’s life but also the work that 

went into their creation. Adler’s decision to repeatedly draw attention to that work certainly 

invites closer examination. It also exposes a tension between the cool, in-control narrators 

revisiting these events after the fact, and the “Is” actually experiencing them, who are hardly 

ever in control. 

To fully grasp the extent to which Speedboat and Pitch Dark render the complex 

relationship between affect and power, and between narrative and bodily agency, Adler’s 

navigation of gender within these works must be taken into account. Women have always 

been pioneers of autofiction, but female dominance within the mode more often than not 

seems to come up when the self-centred nature of autofiction is to be dismissed; “women’s 

work,” writes Shirley Jordan, “has borne the brunt of misgivings about autofiction’s 

legitimacy.”14 My aim is to explore what these two exciting, original works of autofiction 

accomplish in their commingling of reality and fiction, looking beyond the condescending 

lens generated by terms like “confessional literature”. Though not (at the time) a feminist 

herself, Adler is a woman, choosing to write about women’s experiences of love, sex, and 

 
12 Domestico, 2014. p. 26. 
13 Aufrichtig, Aliza et al. “The 100 Best Books of the 21st Century”. The New York Times, 8 July 2024, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/books/best-books-21st-century.html. Accessed 12 May 
2025; Hindahl, Philipp. “The Decade of Magical Thinking: How Autofiction Reinvents Criticism”. Mousse 
Magazine, 7 July 2020, https://www.moussemagazine.it/magazine/autofiction-reinvents-criticism-philipp-
hindahl-2020/. Accessed 12 May 2025. 

14 Jordan, Shirley. “Autofiction in the Feminine.” French Studies: A Quarterly Review, Vol. 67, No. 1, 2013: 
76–84. p. 77. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/books/best-books-21st-century.html
https://www.moussemagazine.it/magazine/autofiction-reinvents-criticism-philipp-hindahl-2020/
https://www.moussemagazine.it/magazine/autofiction-reinvents-criticism-philipp-hindahl-2020/
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journalistic work, and her awareness of the ways in which her engagement with these things 

is limited by forces beyond her control around her lends a sense of urgency to these 

narratives. 

In focusing on the detached, yet perceptive voice of Adler’s narrators; the unpredictable 

flow of the novels’ scenes, and the attention paid to writing as a practice, I hope to reveal 

what these works can teach us about empathy, modernity, and what Pieter Vermeulen has 

termed “affective austerity”.15 Reading these novels as self-reflexive fictions about fiction, I 

will attempt to answer the following questions: How are the character-narrators of Speedboat 

and Pitch Dark positioned within the narratives of these works? How is writing as a practice 

made visible? What does the narrators’ emotional disengagement signal? How do these 

novels treat the act of relating other people’s experiences? And what is the effect of Adler’s 

narrative style? 

Material and method 

Because both Speedboat and Pitch Dark make use of a similar fragmentary style, and because 

both novels—again, the only publicly available ones ever written by Adler—are so clearly 

informed by the author’s own life, I feel justified in taking on both, drawing comparisons 

between the two when necessary. In many ways, Adler’s fiction is almost indistinguishable 

from her non-fiction, and it is important to note that several fragments of these novels were 

previously published independently in The New Yorker. Still, the author’s choice to arrange 

these pieces as she has is as interesting to me as the pieces themselves, and by publishing 

them as novels, Adler makes a declarative statement about the novel as a form, at a time 

when that form is in a constant state of re-negotiation. It is, as Muriel Spark puts it, difficult 

to read these books without asking, “What is a novel?”16 Speedboat and Pitch Dark are also far 

from identical, and their narrators, while ostensibly analogues of the same author, are distinct 

characters, each with her own name. 

Above all, these novels were chosen as a corpus because they constitute a distinct, yet 

understudied, body of fictional work; because they are both blazingly original and 

emblematic of a self-examining, form-breaking postmodern literary tradition. These works 

are firmly situated in their era, using a language and structure meant to reflect the fragmented 

world around them, but they also offer insights about autofictive modes that, in a post-

 
15 Vermeulen, Pieter. “Against Premature Articulation: Empathy, Gender, and Austerity in Rachel Cusk 

and Katie Kitamura”. Cultural Critique, vol. 111, 2021: 81–103. 
16 Spark, 1983. p. 154. 
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postmodern time of increasingly unstable conceptions of materiality and selfhood, are more 

relevant than ever. 

In my readings of Speedboat and Pitch Dark, I will pay particular attention to the novels’ 

treatment of personal narrative and creative work, examining their narrators as the 

originators, recipients, and mediators of various forms of self-narration. Equally central to 

this thesis is Adler’s employment of affective language, which is used to construct both the 

character-narrators of these novels and the social contexts at which they cast their critical 

eyes. The three chapters of my analysis feature three different approaches to these problems 

of narration, each commenting on thematic as well as stylistic elements that inform my 

understanding of Adler’s approach to self and fiction. My first chapter deals with 

metanarrativity, and with questions of authorial agency. In it, I examine how Adler portrays 

authorship, using the writer’s metanarrative comments on her own writing to lay bare the 

possibilities she positions as inherent to autofiction, and to self-narration in general. My 

second chapter describes an approach to social commentary reliant on identification with 

tertiary characters, which allows Adler’s primary narrators to relay the stories of others. I 

also engage with parts of the novels focused on communication, which reflexively 

problematise the status of the narrators as objective and well-informed. In my final chapter, 

I deal with the role of affect in the construction of the character-narrators, and with the 

attitude they express towards emotionality in both personal and political spheres. While 

Adler’s own identity as the progenitor of these near-identical surrogates occasionally 

becomes relevant, my aim is never to draw any conclusions about her interior, and her lived 

experience is only material to this project when directly commented on by its primary 

sources. 

2. Theoretical framework 

Fiction and fictionality 

Renata Adler’s first novel was, rather fittingly, published one year to the day before Serge 

Doubrovsky’s Fils, the first book ever described using the word “autofiction”. Doubrovsky’s 

explanation, on the back cover of Fils, of this newly coined term alluded to the formal 

experimentation that would become a distinguishing characteristic of the mode, explaining 

that autofiction means “d’avoir confié le langage d’une aventure à l’aventure d’un langage en 

liberté, hors sagesse et hors syntaxe du roman, traditionnel ou nouveau. Rencontres, fils de 
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mots, allitérations, assonances, dissonances, écriture d’avant ou d'après littérature, concrète, 

comme on dit musique.”17 

One explanation for the preoccupation by writers of autofiction with language is the fact 

that they are authors writing about authors; much of autofiction is also metafiction, the “the 

narrator’s or protagonist’s or authorial alter ego’s status as a writer or artist” frequently 

spotlit, and “the book’s creation inscribed into the book itself.”18 Adler is no exception: both 

Speedboat and Pitch Dark (the latter in particular) make use of metanarrativity, the narrators 

frequently commenting on their own narrative styles and reflecting on the approaches one 

might take in telling a story. According to Hanna Meretoja, metanarrativity as a term has 

more applications than literary criticism has effectively explored, and she finds that the 

concerns of metanarrative studies need to be expanded if the role of metanarrative in 

fiction—and, in particular, in postmodern autofiction—is to be fully understood. Previous 

approaches, she argues, have failed to account for the fact that “metanarrative fiction is 

characterized by critical reflection on, first, the significance of cultural narratives for individuals 

and communities and, second, the functions of narratives in our lives.”19 

Meretoja emphasises the relationship between metanarrative storytelling and narrative 

agency, as awareness of one’s position in a narrative system inevitably increases one’s ability 

to influence that system. Contemporary autofiction is especially interesting to Meretoja, 

since it often possesses the ability to reach more diffuse dimensions of metanarrativity, 

explicitly confronting questions of shared cultural narratives as well as personal ones; it 

“problematizes the pressure to create a single, coherent life story, articulating how the self 

is constituted in relation to narratives that are only partly our own, unearthing the normative 

aspects of the cultural narrative models that are imposed on us”.20 

Author characters constitute an important avenue for writers of autofiction to “draw 

attention to the natural ‘constructedness’ of autobiography’s authenticity.”21 It is by 

foregrounding the artificiality of its own narrative that autofiction gains its unique ability to 

examine questions of identity and self-representation. As Nathaniel Spencer-Cross puts it: 

“Where autobiography operates under the guise of transparency, autofiction plays with the 

 
17 Cover copy. Fils, by Serge Doubrovsky. Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1977. 
18 Lorentzen, Christian. “Sheila Heti, Ben Lerner, Tao Lin: How ‘Auto’ Is ‘Autofiction’?” Vulture, 11 May 

2018, https://www.vulture.com/2018/05/how-auto-is-autofiction.html. Accessed 17 February 2026. 
19 Meretoja, Hanna. “Metanarrative Autofiction: Critical Engagement with Cultural Narrative Models,” in 

The Autofictional: Approaches, Affordances, Forms, Alexandra Effe, Hannie Lawlor (ed.). Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2022: 121–140. p. 122. 

20 Ibid. p. 123. 
21 Spencer-Cross, Nathaniel. “Self as Performative Gesture: The Author-Character’s Role in Autofiction.” 

Brolly, Vol. 6, No. 2, 2025: 165−184. p. 166. 

https://www.vulture.com/2018/05/how-auto-is-autofiction.html
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artificial nature of said transparency to question the authenticity of representing a factual 

self.”22 Autofiction also allows for the exploration of “authorship” as a practice, revealing 

how authors themselves construct and are constructed by their own authorial status.23 

Claire Boyle describes the relationship between autofiction and authorship as a largely 

approbative one; she writes that “the innovation of autofiction is that it involves not just an 

awareness, but a celebration of the fictionalization of the self in writing.”24 To distort and 

fantasise about one’s own life through autofictive writing is to demonstrate the great power 

that writing can grant; thus, all “autofiction participates in a valorization of the imagination.”25 

Keeping this in mind, the seemingly paradoxical nature of autofictional narratives that refuse 

to centre their author-surrogates becomes a lot more straightforward: in a fictionalised 

autobiography, the fictionalisation, not the autobiography, is the important part, and fact 

should never be allowed to get in the way of fiction. Elizabeth Hardwick, who published her 

own piece of fragmented, New York-set autofiction, Sleepless Nights, in 1979, writes, 

“Sometimes I resent the glossary, the concordance of truth, many have about my real life, 

have like an extra pair of spectacles. I mean that such fact is to me a hindrance to memory.”26 

Though autofiction as a mode has to some extent come to be associated with femininity 

in recent years, with women authors making up “some of autofiction’s most distinctive 

practice,” Shirley Jordan argues that studies of literary autofiction have prioritised male 

examples of the form, seeking to relate this new-fangled field of study to “‘safe’ 

(male/canonical) authors”.27 Life writing is intimately connected with memory and trauma, 

and Jordan sees in the neglect of female authors of autofiction an abundance of missed 

opportunities to explore the “privileged” relationship between women and trauma: “How 

does combining fact and fictional material allow practitioners (for example, Angot, Robin, 

Geneviève Brisac, Chantal Chawaf, Danielle Sallenave, Hélène Duffau, to name a few) to 

respond to rape, incest, violence, illness, and death?”28 If autofiction is an assertion of 

narrative agency, it is highly relevant to any study thereof what position of agency an 

autofictive author starts out in. My readings of Speedboat and Pitch Dark will largely focus on 

self-narration as an empowering act, analysing elements of metanarrativity to point to Adler’s 

multi-faceted negotiation of narrative, affective, and bodily agency. 

 
22 Spencer-Cross, 2025. p. 167. 
23 Ibid. p. 171. 
24 Boyle, Claire. Consuming Autobiographies: Reading and Writing the Self in Post-War France. Oxford: Legenda, 

2007. p. 18. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Hardwick, Elizabeth. Sleepless Nights. London: Faber & Faber, 1979. p. 128. 
27 Jordan, 2013. p. 77. 
28 Ibid. p. 79. 
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Affective austerity 

In a 1976 review, Roger Rosenblatt calls Speedboat a novel with “no plot, no tears, no 

characters flat or round, no conflict of great ideas, no deep scheme.”29 Despite the novel’s 

refusal to engage with the emotions of its main character (as implied by the “no tears”) 

Rosenblatt notes that reading Speedboat “hurts”. He finds that Adler “has made you miss” 

these things—plot, tears, characters, conflicts, schemes—and that he pities the novel’s 

narrator, Jen Fain, who herself seems to miss a great deal: “how wasteful it is for this woman 

to live in such a place,” he writes, about the “speed-bound world” of Speedboat.30 A lack of 

overt emotion, then, does not preclude emotional engagement with a text. Nor is Adler’s 

“flat, observational affect” the same as no affect at all.31 Language that on its face seems 

lacking in emotion can both provoke strong reactions in its readers and expose 

disaffectedness as an emotional stance dependent on a multitude of other passionate and 

dispassionate feelings. To borrow another insight from Elizabeth Hardwick: “Yet, why is it 

that we cannot keep the note of irony, the jangle of carelessness at a distance? Sentences in 

which I have tried for a certain light tone—many of those have to do with events, upheavals, 

destructions that caused me to weep like a child.”32 

Deborah Nelson, in a critical history exploring “unsentimentality” in the work of many 

of Adler’s mentors and contemporaries, all of them women, notes that what sets the work 

of these “unsentimental women” apart is not their subject matter, but their approach to it—

they cover much “the same terrain as sentimental literature—painful reality, suffering, 

sufferers—but without emotional display.”33 Nelson casts the cool, or “toughness,” of these 

authors as a reaction to a Postwar shift in how we approach suffering, their unsentimentality 

constituting a “countertradition” in “a period that prized, often demanded, emotional 

expressivity”.34 Rather than dismissing these women as “psychologically cold,” Nelson 

exposes their exploration of alternatives to an “ethical mode” that valorises empathy, all of 

these women in various ways confronting that mode’s “consolatory distraction, its moral 

 
29 Rosenblatt, Roger. “Review of Speedboat.” The New Republic, 16 October 1976. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Sinykin, Dan. Big fiction: How Conglomeration Changed the Publishing Industry and American Literature. New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2023. p. 91. 
32 Hardwick, 1979. p. 127. 
33 Neson, Deborah. Tough Enough: Arbus, Arendt, Didion, McCarthy, Sontag, Weil. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2017. p. 5. 
34 Ibid. p. 8. 
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vanity, its tendency to overwhelm and saturate both actors, its unreliability, its 

impossibility.”35 

 In her book Ugly Feelings, Sianne Ngai concerns herself specifically with studies of more 

discreet affects, forgoing the passions of sentimental literature in favour of a “Bartlebyan” 

register of emotions. Herman Melville’s Bartleby, whose refusal to emote, act, or engage 

comes to fascinate both the characters in the “Story of Wall Street” which bears his name 

and the literary scholars who, for the past seventy years, have tried to decode it, is an apt 

starting point for Ngai’s examination of the “amoral”, “noncathartic” feelings that dominate 

much of 20th Century fiction.36 According to Ngai, these feelings, and the works of art in 

which they are expressed, can both uphold and challenge the societies that engender them: 

on the one hand, a focus on “‘guilty’ self-reflection” rarely spurs positive change, while on 

the other, the emotions produced by an unequal, individualised society may be necessary 

parts of any literary critique of that society. Affect, drawing from Baruch Spinoza’s early 

theories on the subject, is intimately connected with politics, the “waverings of the mind” 

produced by emotion able to “either increase or diminish one’s power to act”.37 The 

dispassionate tone of Speedboat and Pitch Dark, when placed within the context of these ugly 

emotions and their complex relationship to power, constitutes a fascinating literary artifact, 

acutely concerned with the politics of “producing ironic distance”.38 

Ngai also opens several of her chapters, each discussing an ugly emotion like envy, 

paranoia, or anxiety, with a discussion of that affect’s gender. Emotions that require an 

intellectual conceptualisation of the object of one’s feelings are generally held in higher 

regard than more immediate ones like jealousy, and are in fiction more associated with male 

characters.39 Ngai’s ideas are highly instructive to a discernment of why the expression of 

some feelings may be less dangerous than that of others, revealing a gendered dimension to 

Adler’s careful curation of emotion in her novels. In portraying her female characters as 

particularly afflicted by “masculine” emotions, and in emphasising the extent to which those 

characters themselves construct their anxiety- or paranoia-objects, Adler is to some degree 

commenting on both the self-conscious gendering of her character-narrators, and on the 

gendering of emotion in general.  

 
35 Nelson, 2017. p. 9. 
36 Ngai, Sianne. Ugly Feelings. Cambridge: Harvard University press, 2005. pp. 7–9. 
37 Ibid. p. 2. 
38 Ibid. p. 10. 
39 Ibid. pp. 129; 213; 299. 
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In an article on the works of Rachel Cusk and Katie Kitamura, two contemporary authors 

whose novels about clever, detached women bear striking similarities to those of Adler, 

Pieter Vermeulen introduces the term “affective austerity” to describe the flat, emotionless 

manner in which these books are narrated. In a neoliberal world, to be austere is to be 

virtuous, and Vermeulen is interested in “what literary form can adequately render 

austerity.”40 Cusk and Kitamura make for perfect case studies, their economy of language 

and emotion evoking the self-limitation imposed by the “virtuous savers” so admired by 

proponents of austerity politics. Vermeulen also notes that Deborah Nelson frequently uses 

“austere” and variations thereof in in her study of unsentimentality, emphasising the self-

limitation required to gain the “affective posture” of the unsentimental woman writer.41 

Like Nelson, Vermeulen concerns himself with the role of empathy in the austere works 

he is studying, describing the effect of the Rachel Cusk’s refusal to centre her narrator in 

Outline as two-fold: 

 

First, the quasi-invisible narrator does not become available for empathetic identification [...] The 

narrator, in other words, never comes into view as a centered object of empathetic identification and 

remains a dispersed presence between the lines of the novel. Second, the novel’s relentless rendition 

of other people’s stories at the expense of the narrator’s own story shows the emotional cost of the 

gendered injunction to empathize.42 

 

He proposes that Cusk is deliberately “sabotaging [...] particular codified forms of affect 

such as empathy”, and that this, rather than representing a rejection of compassion, 

functions as “a prelude to a more considerate and reflective emotional stance—beyond 

immediate reaction, pathos, and identification”.43 While seemingly embodying the 

“withholding of empathy” prescribed by austerity, an austere style can nevertheless 

effectively turn one’s critical eye on the politics of individualism that leave empathetic 

identification as a necessary prerequisite for any act of compassion.44 It can also, when 

assigned to a feminine narrator, offer a challenge to the “aggressive” gendering of empathy.45  

Vermeulen’s focus is on two novels from the 2010s, both of which reckon with “a crucial 

episode in the recent history of austerity,” but austerity has dominated American political 

 
40 Vermeulen, 2021: 81–103. p. 83. 
41 Ibid. p. 93. 
42 Ibid. p. 88. 
43 Ibid. p. 85. 
44 Ibid. p. 84. 
45 Ibid. p. 86. 
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culture for a long time, hitting one of its peaks following the New York fiscal crisis of 1975.46 

It is worth investigating, then, how affective austerity is reflected in two works by a New 

York author, both published in the immediate aftermath of this crisis, both narrated by 

women who seem, on the surface, like personifications of austerity. 

Experimental prose 

A lack of emotional expressiveness is not the only thing that ties the novels of Renata Adler 

to Melville’s “Bartleby”: so, too, does the persistent agrammaticality of Adler’s prose. Bartleby 

drives his employer mad simply by repeating, “I would prefer not to” whenever asked to 

perform any task at his place of work—a phrase that Gilles Deleuze finds strikingly 

agrammatical in its “abrupt termination,” made more so by its “repetition and its 

insistence”.47 Adler also repeats phrases so many times that they seem almost to lose their 

meaning, and gain another meaning entirely, and she constructs sentences in unexpected 

ways—they are not, strictly speaking, incorrect, but they feel incomplete, even porous. She 

begins paragraphs with answers to questions that have not been asked, and fills her sentences 

with seemingly random adverbial phrases; things happen “anyway,” “after all,” or “finally,” 

as though the possibility of them not happening had been raised earlier on. Like Bartleby, 

Adler’s narrators carve “out a kind of foreign language within language,” and thus call into 

question the referential nature of language as a whole.48 

As in the case of women’s autofiction, women’s experimental fiction has received 

significantly less attention from scholars than that of their male counterparts. The lack of 

visibility given to the women writers of the avant-garde has been attributed to a lack of 

women writers “concerned with narrative innovation,” but works of criticism like the 

anthology Breaking the Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction are quick to disprove such 

claims.49 One might even argue (and women like Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf 

have) that experimental writing is inherently feminine, even when performed by male 

authors, as it constitutes a departure from the linear, semiotic language of more traditional 

 
46 Vermeulen, 2021. p. 81. See also Kim Phillips-Fein’s Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of 
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47 Deleuze, Gilles. Essays Critical and Clinical, Daniel W. Smith, Michael A. Greco, (transl.). Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1997. pp. 68–69. 
48 Ibid. p. 71.  
49 Friedman, Ellen G. and Fuchs, Miriam. “Preface,” in Breaking the Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction, 

Ellen G. Friedman, Miriam Fuchs (ed.). Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989. p. xi. 
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forms.50 An important aspect of the narrative agency claimed by the narrators of Adler’s 

novels is their commitment to an experimental form, and I will explore how that agency is 

impacted by the female main characters’ complicated relationships to heterosexuality. In 

both of these novels, the strange language of their narrators is contrasted with more direct 

forms of expression, and that contrast is markedly gendered.  

Adler’s narratives consist largely of fragments, some of which continue or expand upon 

previous episodes, some of which function entirely as stand-alone pieces of fiction, tied to 

the rest of the novels thematically if at all. Fragmented writing can provide a “sense of 

immediacy,” as with the autofiction of Marguerite Duras, who coined the term écriture courante 

(writing that runs) to describe her own narrative style.51 According to Duras, she produces a 

“kind of writing that doesn’t point things out, that runs along the crest of words, that doesn’t 

insist, that barely has time to exist. That never ‘cuts’ the reader off, never takes their place. 

No version offered. No explanation.”52 Duras’ style of fragmentary writing foregrounds the 

complex relationship between “thought, memory, and narration” that is so often a central 

component of autofiction, inviting her readers into a fragmented, subjective self. However, 

a fragmented style can also be used to keep readers at a distance, forcing them to engage 

intellectually rather than just emotionally.53 Joseph Frank posits that certain novels are too 

fragmentary to be approached on anything but a spatial plane, consisting of “a juxtaposition 

of various images and fragments experienced ‘in a moment of time, rather than as a 

sequence’”.54 Sharon Spencer further develops this idea, coining the term “architechtonic 

novel”. Spencer considers the role of character in the architectonic novel to be a relatively 

minor one, as characters largely serve as perspectives through which to experience the 

spatiality of these books, and not as complex subjects to be explored.55 

In describing the architechtonic novel, Spencer draws a distinction between “open” and 

“closed” architechtonic narratives, echoing Heinrich Wölfflin’s attempts to differentiate 

between classical (closed) and baroque (open) forms in Renaissance art. Both of these 

“modes of structure” use perspective “to approximate a comprehensive view of reality,” 

closed narratives by uplifting previously overlooked perspectives and open ones by 

 
50 Friedman, Ellen G. and Fuchs, Miriam. “Contexts and Continuities: An Introduction to Women’s 

Experimental Fiction in English,” in Breaking the Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction, Ellen G. Friedman, 
Miriam Fuchs (ed.). Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989. p. 4. 

51 Hamaide, Noémie. The Aesthetics of Absence: Autofiction and the Fragmented Self in Contemporary Francophone 
Women’s Writing. 2025. The University of Texas at Austin, PhD dissertation. p. 38. 

52 Quoted from Hamaide, 2025. p. 36–37. 
53 Ibid. p. 37. 
54 Drąg, Wojciech. “Jenny Offill’s Dept. of Speculation and the Revival of Fragmentary Writing.” Miscelánea:  

A Journal of English and American Studies, vol. 56, 2017: 57–72. p. 62. 
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“collecting a variety of complementary and perhaps contradictory perspectives upon the 

same subject.”56  Adler’s novels, despite their strict adherence to the perspectives of their 

narrators, have an open structure, bringing in a variety of stories concerning other characters 

and engaging in contemporary cultural discussions which have their origin outside of the 

confines of the novels themselves. They also, as is characteristic of open architechtonic 

works, reject “the novel’s ‘frame,’” and explore within themselves the process of their own 

creation. Together, these elements form novels which obscure the boundaries between fact 

and fiction, refusing “the conventional binding off of the novel from ‘real life’”.57 

In their introduction to the collection The Poetics of Fragmentation in Contemporary British and 

American Fiction, Vanessa Guignery and Wojciech Drąg note that fragments by their very 

nature resist categorisation; “defining the fragment would amount to giving it well-delineated 

contours and considering it as a self-contained object, thereby disavowing its 

fragmentariness.”58 Gerd Bayer offers another perspective, as literary fragmentation 

according to him must be separated from “the fragmentary or the unfinished.”59 A fragment 

is a unit in itself, offering both its own content and, through its “ostentatious engagement 

with the paucity of language,” the insight that no form of writing, no matter its ostensible 

“totality,” can accurately reflect reality.60 

When I speak of a “fragment” in my analysis of Speedboat and Pitch Dark, what I mean is 

simply a part of the novel, consisting of one paragraph or several, one sentence or several, 

which is followed or preceded by a blank line. These blank spaces divide the works’ many 

anecdotes, aphorisms, and bits of dialogue from each other, creating individual morsels of 

writing that range from a few words to several pages. The fragments are themselves 

sometimes discontinuous, but their separation from surrounding text means that their 

contents are purposefully grouped together. Of course, which fragments follow other 

fragments is also significant, the organisation of these small pieces of text into a narrative 

being what makes these novels novels. While my reading of the fragments is not sequential, 

but thematic, meaning that their organisation within the novels will not always be apparent 
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from my analysis, I will pay attention to the juxtaposition of consecutive fragments when 

relevant. 

3. Literature review 

The novels of Renata Adler 

A vicious critic of others, Adler’s own work often invited similar scrutiny. While her non-

fiction work remained in the public eye long after she stopped regularly publishing it, her 

novels, after an initial warm reception, rested in semi-obscurity until their 2013 republication. 

In fact, Melinda Harvey connects what she views as the “blackballing of Adler” the novelist 

to “her parallel career making herself disagreeable in non-fiction,” which, unlike her career 

as an author of fiction, could still be considered ongoing.61 Of the two novels, Speedboat is 

the more written-about, but it is really only in the past ten years that either has achieved any 

kind of canonical status, and even then, they cannot be said to be especially popular. 

Dan Sinykin, writing about the literary innovations of late 20th Century women, has a 

refreshing amount to say about Adler’s novels. He ascribes to the author herself a certain 

anxiety, which is made visible through the act of autobiographical writing:  

 

The act of inserting a version of oneself in one’s novel reveals a desire for control and recognition 

and is evidence of anxiety about lacking the same, an anxiety on display—suffused with fears of 

impotence [...] If men, writing from a position of domination, used autofiction to exhibit and counter 

their fear of losing power, then women, writing from a position of historic powerlessness in the 

literary field, used it to advertise constraints imposed on them by patriarchy in publishing.62 

 

Like Shirley Jordan, he sees the opportunities presented by women’s autofiction as different, 

and perhaps greater, that those of men’s autofiction, as it gives voice to experiences rarely 

explored in fiction, and confronts questions of agency from an overlooked perspective. 

Sinykin is not just interested in the autofictive elements of Speedboat; he also devotes part 

of his article on “how women resisted sexism and reinvented the novel” to a discussion of 

the literary form of Adler’s debut, contrasting the “abdication of plot” with the “stunningly 

polished prose, which is organization, pattern, and order at the local level.”63 He considers 
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the book’s ending, where Jen finds that she is pregnant by her former lover, Jim, to be a 

decisive step away from the “randomness” of the rest of the novel, towards a “familiar 

destiny.”64 Like myself, Sinykin is interested in the gender dynamics of Adler’s kaleidoscopic 

narrative, and he sees great significance in the fact that Jen’s step towards a more orderly 

and conventional “plot” coincides with her (potentially) becoming a mother. He believes 

that her “pregnancy is a way to conscript herself into the plot of motherhood, to allow 

herself, however reluctantly, the potentiality of the future, a future she can pursue without, 

or despite the ignorance of, men.”65 

Some scholars have also attempted to categorise these loose, plotless novels: Elizabeth 

Kaspar Aldrich finds in Pitch Dark an “informed evocation of a quantum universe”, while 

Wojciech Drąg names Speedboat as one of Spencer’s architechtonic novels.66 To Kaspar 

Aldrich, “quantum textuality” is a diffuse term, which can be said to have “very little meaning 

or none at all,” but she nevertheless feels that it applies to Pitch Dark, which displays a 

“resistance to narrative coherence or meaning” by repeating variations on the same scenes 

at several points throughout the novel, each beginning with the same exact sentence before 

veering off into wildly different directions.67 One such recurring phrase begins with the word 

“Quanta”, and Kaspar Aldrich sees in the repetition of the word, and in its repeated 

juxtaposition with the image of a blizzard, “an image of colliding atoms”.68 

The word architechtonic is similarly foreign in origin to the field of literary studies, but 

has perhaps been used more often than quantum theory to describe the inner workings of 

novels. Drąg builds on the ideas of Joseph Frank and Sharon Spencer, contributing the 

observation that “brevity” is an important element of the 20th Century architechtonic novel, 

its author often boiling the novel down to an intensely concentrated collection of material, 

at least partially as an expression of “disenchantment with the novel form”. Speedboat is 

mentioned as an example of a particularly laconic architechtonic work.69 

The effects of Adler’s curious organisation of her narratives, which are, to some extent, 

touched on by Sinykin, Drąg, and Kaspar Aldrich, constitute one of my primary objects of 

study; another is the attentive, yet aloof, affect exhibited by the narrators of these novels. 

This detachment is further explored by Alan Blum, who is particularly interested by a passage 
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from Pitch Dark which states that “boredom has intimately to do with power.”70 Blum 

compares this sentiment to the ideas of René Girard, who explored detachment as a way of 

achieving power and mastery over others. Being bored means asserting one’s independence, 

as well as the relative inferiority of those not bored by the same situation; Blum likens he 

attitude expressed in Pitch Dark to a “colleague [...] who always wore her coat to sociable 

occasions as if showing a readiness to depart for other engagements”.71 Neither Adler nor 

Pitch Dark are mentioned beyond this brief discussion of two sentences from the novel, but 

the allusion to Girard remains highly relevant to my interests. Adler’s two-sentence treatise 

on boredom may as well be describing the style of Pitch Dark as a whole, and that of Speedboat 

as well. Knowing that she has written these novels to be more or less devoid of sentiment, 

and painfully casual in their descriptions of others, Adler chooses to tell us that boredom, 

to her, means power. 

On Adler the critic 

In Michelle Dean’s Sharp, a popular history of the female intellectuals of 20th Century 

America, Adler is cast as an inveterate perfectionist, as pedantic about her own work as she 

is about that of others. “Anyone who’d read about her prior career knew two things:” writes 

Dean, “that she was, mostly, smarter than those who surrounded her, and that she liked to 

show it off in print.”72 She appears as a rather contradictory figure: both a provocatrice 

spoiling for a fight and a reserved, perennially anxious sort; a young creative with her finger 

on the pulse as well as a precocious busybody out of touch with her own rebellious 

generation.73 Adler’s novels are mentioned only in passing by Dean, who notes their 

“fractured, epigrammatic style”, as well as Adler’s “inability to keep her life out of her 

work.”74 

Adler’s political reporting can perhaps best be summed up using the title of a collection 

of criticism she had published in 1970, Toward a Radical Middle. Like most staff writers for 

The New Yorker, Adler sympathised with the Democratic party, going so far as to write an 

article calling Ken Starr, the independent counsel whose investigation into President Bill 

Clinton led to the latter’s impeachment, both “unprofessional” and “corrupt”, dismissing 
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the so-called Starr report as a work of “pornography”.75  Earlier in her career, Adler helped 

write speeches for Peter Rodina, who chaired the Nixon impeachment inquiry—an 

experience she turned into fiction for Speedboat. While critical of racism and misogyny, Adler 

cannot be said to have been especially progressive in her politics. She was dismissive of the 

feminist scholarship of the time, stating in 1986 that “being treated unfairly or even living 

under circumstances which are tragically unfair is not the same as being oppressed.”76  She 

was also criticised for her coverage of the Selma-Montgomery marches of 1965, where her 

signature aloofness made her seem callously disconnected from the life-and-death stakes of 

the marches, which she only felt should express their demands more clearly.77  It would be 

no great exaggeration to say that Adler’s commitment to centrism permeates her novels, 

which seem, in their more satirical scenes, critical of anyone who expresses themselves too 

emotionally. 

Adler’s appearances in scholarship belonging to fields like media studies, gender studies, 

and even law do not have the same relevance to this study as previous research focused on 

her fiction, but nor are they entirely irrelevant. Understanding these novels as the works of 

a journalist and lawyer, which use and comment on the styles of writing prescribed by those 

professions, deepens my understanding of what qualities they propose as unique to fiction. 

As Speedboat and Pitch Dark sometimes engage directly with contemporary political debates, 

it is also important to know what it might mean to take on a certain stance in a certain 

context, in order to more fully engage with themes of narrative, affect, and austerity in these 

novels.  

4. Metanarrativity in Speedboat and Pitch Dark 

Speedboat and Pitch Dark are both, to some extent, novels without plot. Speedboat follows 

American journalist Jen Fain, the daughter of German refugees, as she travels the world, 

attends social functions, works various semi-academic jobs, and casually dates a series of 

blandly named men. Pitch Dark is slightly more focused, following American journalist Kate 

Ennis, the daughter of German refugees, travelling to several remote locations while trying 

to process the heartbreak of losing her married lover of eight years.  
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Both novels are also very invested in their respective protagonists’ status as writers, 

making visible a process of creation that can be said to reflect the work that went into the 

books themselves. They are, as I will demonstrate in more detail later in this chapter, 

metanarrative works of autofiction, wont to reference their own semi-autobiographical 

status. Renata Adler was at the time of writing herself a journalist, and a descendant of 

German Jews who fled to America, and many of the experiences detailed in these novels are 

her own. That includes the experience of writing a piece of autofiction, including the process 

of deciding what that work should and should not look like, producing two strangely self-

contradictory novels, which are in constant dialogue with their own stylistic sensibilities. 

Narrative negotiation 

In Pitch Dark, this process of writing often appears as a negotiation between the novel’s 

narrator and another voice, possibly also her own. Kate asks a lot of questions, the first one, 

in the very first paragraph of Pitch Dark, being, “Do I need to stylize it, or can I tell it as it 

was?”78 The book’s prose is certainly stylised, but with this first question, Kate raises the 

possibility that the strange construction of her narrative is itself an attempt to avoid 

stylisation, to escape turning a complex story into something so coherent as a novel. This is 

entirely in line with Duras’ thoughts on that “sense of immediacy” she is trying to provoke 

in her own autofiction—it is writing that reflects on its own mediation of experience, which 

necessarily distorts that experience. Another question, only a few pages later, further probes 

the ways in which narrativisation fundamentally changes a narrator’s understanding of what 

she is describing: “Can this be as I am telling it?” Kate asks, following up with the statement, 

“That is certainly not, at the time, how I perceived it”.79 

 Kate’s first mention of Pitch Dark’s central relationship is the sentence, “He knew that 

she had left him when she began to smoke again.”80 This phrase recurs several times 

throughout the first of the novel’s three chapters, but it does not go unchallenged. The 

second time Kate tells us that an unnamed he “knew that she had left him,” the statement 

is followed by a question, which is followed by a response, resulting in a dialogue over 

whether this is really the best way to begin this story: 

 

Is that where it begins? 
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I don’t know. I don’t know where it begins. It is where I am. 

I know where you are. You are here. [...] So he knew she had left him? 

Not knew, not left. Not right away, or just at first. 

Why don’t you begin then with at first?81 

 

Again, Kate is justifying the jumbled chronology of the narrative by pointing to the 

immediacy of certain memories; she has to write about this because this is where she is at the 

time of writing. The other voice, the one asking the questions in this paragraph, can be said 

to reflect the writer—not Adler herself, whose presence is just as strong in the parts telling 

the story as in the parts asking why she is telling them that way, but Kate the writer. The 

character, like Adler, is an author, and diegetically, she is the one telling the story. The instinct 

to act as editor, to clarify rather than wallow in the narrative of Kate’s heartbreak, is made 

visible through these instances of dialogue, revealing a kind of embarrassment with the 

version of Kate who is still there, at the moment of separation. “I know where you are,” the 

other voice tells her, “You are here.” She appeals to rationality, hoping to remind her more 

emotional counterpart of her actual position at the time of writing, but her attempts, as the 

loose structure characterising the rest of the novel will show, are fruitless. 

Linearity and fragmentation 

Though no direct negotiation over how things should be written appears in Speedboat, writing 

choices are sometimes offered as suggestions, turning the writing process into a visible part 

of the narrative. Referring to her own penchant for ending her fragments with a surprising, 

humoristic final sentence, Adler finishes the entire novel rather suddenly with, “It could be 

that the sort of sentence one wants right here is the kind that runs, and laughs, and slides, 

and stops right on a dime.”82 

She also tells us that “[t]here are only so many plots.”83 She proceeds to list several 

conventional types of plot, before proposing that there may be “stories, even, like solitaire 

or canasta; they are shuffled and dealt, then they do or do not come out. Or the deck falls 

on the floor.”84 Speedboat is itself something of a “shuffled” story, consisting of disparate 

elements stacked on top of each other in a seemingly random order, but a plot nonetheless. 

Dan Sinykin would disagree, pointing to Jen’s pregnancy, which occurs late in the novel, as 
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the moment where she departs from the “randomness” that has characterised the rest of the 

narrative, which has previously been largely plotless, but not all plots are the “plot of one 

thing following in the track of another”.85 What sets Speedboat apart, in the novel’s own terms, 

is not its originality of plot but its “insights, prose flights, rhythmics, felicities.”86 

Sinykin is, however, correct in his assertion that Adler’s very visible, and very visibly 

laboured, organisation of her text stands in contrast to Jen’s pregnancy, and to other 

instances where Jen seems at the mercy of others. Becoming pregnant, Jen “loses control, 

even of her body.”87 Elizabeth Hardwick, in a review critiqued by Sinykin, views the 

pregnancy as “a brake on the rushing, restless ego;” in Sinykin’s words, “a punishment for a 

free woman.”88 Sinykin’s own reading of Speedboat’s ending is slightly less moralistic, though 

confusingly so: the pregnancy is not intentional, but Jen “falling back on a familiar destiny;” 

all the same it has an empowering dimension; it is “a way to […] allow herself, however 

reluctantly, the potentiality of the future, a future she can pursue without, or despite the 

ignorance of, men.”89 Both Hardwick and Sinykin view an eventual departure from free-

flowing fragmentation as inevitable, even desirable, provided, in Sinykin’s case, that Jen is 

not forever tied to a man. Jen has, by the end of Speedboat, not told Jim about her condition, 

but her assertion that “[b]ecoming pregnant is taking a hostage” makes me doubt that 

childbearing is, to her, something one does on one’s own: “Having someone’s children is 

not, of course, the sort of thing that yields much to consultation.”90 She would presumably 

not be freed of “the ignorance of men” as the co-parent of a man’s child. If settling down 

as a wife and a mother is the same as putting an end to narrative experimentation, then such 

an outcome is anything but desirable. 

The relatively linear narrative of Pitch Dark compared to its predecessor is explicitly 

referenced in the text; Kate’s relationship with Jake is “the nearest thing to a real story to 

happen” to her.91 One can contrast that with Speedboat’s narrative jumps, which include 

references to at least three recurring romantic relationships, each with a different man. When 

she is seeing someone, Jen is not “entirely alone, but mostly – very far from intermittently.”92 

While Kate’s heartbreak does, to some extent, negatively affect her ability to tell their story 

in a linear fashion, the affair itself forms a centre around which Pitch Dark is structured, both 
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beginning and ending with reflections on the same question: how do these two people 

understand each other? Kate’s attitude towards this organising force is ambivalent; she 

expresses some discomfort with her status as a person who is “not a part of life,” never 

taking the straightforward path on which she would marry and have children—Sinykin’s 

“plot of motherhood”—but she also seems resentful of the fact that Jake is making her story 

more conventional. Kate “never quite joined the continuing procession, of life and birth,” 

and her disjointed narrative reflects that.93 When patterns do recur in Pitch Dark—Jake’s 

reserve and unwillingness to let Kate disrupt his life, Kate’s attempts to escape to various 

remote locations—they are always tied to negative emotions, and Kate’s ultimate decision 

to end the relationship stems from a perceived imbalance between the two lovers. She rues 

the fact that he never, during their eight-year affair, found the time to go away with her, 

never prioritising her over his own, significantly more linear life. She asks, “How could I 

know that every time you had a choice you would choose the other thing?”94 The choice is 

his to make, on his own, but it exerts enormous influence over her sense of narrative agency. 

The only choice she can make is to end things completely, returning to fragmentation. 

By creating a link between linear storytelling and conventional modes of life, as well as a 

corresponding one between fragmentation and independence, Adler makes the femininity 

attributed to experimental writing literal, allowing it to metonymically represent the reality 

of an existence without firm attachments to men. It is not just an alternative prose style that 

is being presented, here, but an alternative lifestyle. It is at times a lonely one, but one 

preferable to the alternative, and linearity is, at least in Pitch Dark, far from a foregone 

conclusion. Adler’s autofiction presents one of Meretoja’s “alternatives to dominant models 

of how to live and narrate a fulfilling life,” keeping a more normative life, represented in 

Pitch Dark by Jake and his marriage and in Speedboat by the possibility of having a child with 

Jim, as a contrasting reference point.95 These tentative engagements with being “a part of 

life” allow Adler to more clearly demonstrate what, exactly, the “dominant models” she sees 

around her are, and what she stands to lose or gain by embracing or rejecting them. 

Breaking the autobiographical pact 

In Pitch Dark, Adler playfully draws attention not only to the fact that the novel’s narrative 

is a construction of hers, but also to the nature of its contents as fictionalisations of true 
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events from her life. The narrator bears the anonymous, all-American name “Kate Ennis,” 

a far cry from the obviously Germanic “Renata Adler,” but when trying to come up with a 

plausible alias, Ennis’ examples of names that sound like hers are significantly more similar 

to the name of her creator. Kate believes she is being pursued by Irish agents at an airport 

in Dublin, and is reluctant to book a ticket in her own name, but she needs a name that 

might be a misspelling of hers in order to plead ignorance if caught. She first suggests 

“Alder,” before settling on “Hadley”.96 A criminal named Ennis would have a difficult time 

convincing her pursuers that the name she gave was her own, and that the airport staff 

simply bungled the spelling, but Adler might easily be misheard as Hadley. Here, Adler 

explicitly references her own role in the story being told—at quite possibly the most absurd 

point in Pitch Dark’s narrative—and Kate’s function as an extension of the author herself. 

Why, then, has Adler chosen a name as bland as “Kate Ennis”? Why, for that matter, is 

the narrator of Speedboat called “Jen Fain”? One clue as to the answer might be found in Pitch 

Dark, which features multiple encounters between Kate and other characters, believed by 

Kate to be of German origin, who claim non-German nationalities. At a dinner party in 

Ireland, she encounters a woman named Nicole, whose American background seems 

blatantly false: “I ask Nicole where she is from. She says Chicago, with what is so clearly a 

German o that I’m taken aback. I just say, Really. She says, Before that Minneapolis.”97 Nicole 

later reveals that her father was, during Nicole’s childhood, a U-Boat “conductor,” stating 

that, “In those days, everyone’s Papa was.”98 Later, speaking on the phone to someone she 

has been told is a Danish baron, Kate again assumes that she must have run into a German 

pretending to be something else, the Dane’s accent seeming “instantly recognizable” to her. 

“What,” she asks herself, “is this German pretending to be a Dane doing on an American 

island, six hundred miles from Vancouver, which is the nearest outpost to Siberia,” deciding 

that the answer must be “war criminal.”99 

Kate’s parents are, like Adler’s, refugees of Germany rather than criminals. But the 

paranoia that suffuses these encounters is also reflected in an episode in which Kate speaks 

to a worker at a sexual health clinic on the phone, and becomes nervous that the woman 

might be an acquaintance of her parents, since Kate knows “these refugee voices.”100 

Everywhere in Pitch Dark, characters are trying to shed a shared history, one fraught with 

 
96 Adler, 1983. p. 92. 
97 Ibid. p. 77. 
98

 Ibid. p. 81. 
99 Ibid. p. 106. 
100 Ibid. p. 27. 



25 

war and violence, and Kate’s fear of hidden Germans is mirrored in her own attempts to 

obscure her heritage, as well as those of her parents. Kate Ennis’ name could be read as one 

such attempt. Her parents have made others, keeping certain parts of their history hidden 

from their daughter, as Kate mentions in a childhood-centred fragment—she grew up 

“never having heard of Jews or knowing that we were Jews”.101 

Another reference to the autofictional nature of Pitch Dark can be found in a fragment 

discussing the role of journaling in Kate’s life. Having tried several times in her life to keep 

a diary, Kate has only made one successful attempt, documenting “months, on a daily basis, 

in very considerable detail” at the age of twelve.102 However, that journal was full of lies, 

describing not the daily life of its author but “what [she] wanted other people to believe.”103 

The rest of the fragment discusses the essential instability of the autobiographical pact, and 

the semi-fictionality of most life writing: 

 

when I read biographies largely constructed from diaries, or from letters to, from, or about obscure 

or famous men and women, it seems to me that unless mine is an unusual and isolated case (and of 

course, in a way, what is at issue is precisely the class of isolated and unusual cases) those diaries, 

letters, interesting though they may be, are probably quite largely false.104 

 

There is no direct reference to autobiography in this passage, but Adler shows an awareness 

of the flexibility of the term “autobiographical writing;” Kate mentions that even her 

personal correspondence was, at this time, largely made up of lies. Letters and diaries, 

regardless of their intended audiences, are personal narratives, and personal narratives are, 

as Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson write, “performances of self-narrating through which the 

meanings of the past are produced for the occasions and social identities of the present and 

the future.”105 They are not without fault, and they always contain elements of fiction.106 Pitch 

Dark is also a piece of autobiographical writing, gleefully mixing together true and false 

stories, and Adler is not shy about demonstrating that fact, as evidenced by the discussion 

of aliases for Kate. What this passage tells us, then, is that Adler is not going to make any 

easy distinctions between the personal and the fictional; in a way, they are one and the same. 
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There is no pact between reader and author, just an assertion that what we are being told, 

she is choosing to tell us. 

On a similar note, Speedboat features a character who, every day, visits the library where 

Jen briefly works in order to research his own autobiography. Jen finds the man “odd,” but 

admits that she can “sometimes understand that research project,” or that she, at the very 

least “did understand it. Then.”107 Now, at the time of writing, the idea of research may seem 

less relevant, but the thought that an autobiographical work cannot simply be the product 

of the author’s own thoughts and memories is a striking one, and one that acknowledges the 

project of Speedboat as autofictional, rather than autobiographical or purely fictional. 

The more noble aspects of writing anonymously, and of taking on the name of another, 

are discussed in a later fragment of Pitch Dark, which points to the introduction of a general 

byline on all newspaper articles as a major turning point in American journalism. The writer 

of an article, Adler (or Kate) argues, “became in many cases the most powerful character, 

politically or otherwise, in his own story.”108 The idea of journalism as the subjective 

reporting of an individual also seems to have diminished the importance of named sources 

and allowed journalists to generalise on a level not previously seen outside of personal 

columns. To write without naming oneself is to allow one’s subject matter to take centre 

stage; to write under a byline to obscure that subject matter. 

This de-anonymisation of the newspaperman is, towards the end of the fragment, 

connected to another trend: the increasing accessibility of information. However, Kate is 

proud that this “age of information retrieval,” and corresponding “era of investigative 

reporting,” do not seem to have affected people’s ability to falsify their personal narratives: 

 

Because, since well before the earliest days of the republic, it had always been a tradition, first a 

frontier then an immigrant tradition, that there should be crannies of identity, that a man should be 

free to make up, in this free country, a new life and a new name.109 

 

Adler, the daughter of German refugees, is carrying on this “immigrant tradition,” choosing 

new names to write under, and, in some respects, a new life for herself, by allowing her 

personal narrative to intermingle with fictional inventions. She is also disavowing the 

“byline” that would put her, the author, at the centre of her narrative, and thereby possibly 

allowing a greater truth to emerge. The freedom to change one’s name seems almost to be 
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regarded as a sacred right by Kate, who responds to the news that her friend Ben, a devout 

Hindu, has decided to change his name to Srinivasan with joy: “I said, I’m so glad, I thought 

you were going to do it this time.”110 The next time Kate’s friend is mentioned, he is called 

Srinivasan, not Ben, signalling an acceptance of his chosen name and life.111 In Speedboat, we 

learn that Jen’s father is also something of a chameleon when it comes to names: he has 

been the German “Paul-Ernst,” the Costa Rican “Pablo,” the Italian “Paulo,” and, finally, 

the American “Paul”.112 And it is not just his name that changes—he “was German,” before 

the family “all became Italians,” and so on.113 The immigrant tradition spoken of in Pitch 

Dark is, in Speedboat, part of the narrator’s own family history. 

Aware that his lover has published a story based on her own experiences, implicitly one 

or several of the anecdotes from early in Pitch Dark, Jake asks Kate whether he will like the 

story. Upon being told no, he decides not to read it, “if you [Kate] don’t want me to, since 

it is not in your name.”114 He does eventually end up reading it, though, after deciding that 

“it’s time,” knowing that something has irrevocably changed in his and Kate’s relationship, 

and the story has a significant impact on him. He calls her up just to tell her, “I haven’t 

finished, but, Kate, the raccoon.”115 This refers to a story Kate tells almost a hundred pages 

earlier, about being visited with increasing frequency by a wild raccoon, and which features 

the striking conclusion, “I thought he was growing to trust me, when in fact he was dying.”116 

The miscommunication between Kate and the raccoon becomes symbolic of a larger rift; 

their ultimate parting, as the raccoon is taken away by the wildlife commissioner, allegorically 

the same as Jake leaving Kate, or Kate leaving Jake. It is the result of a “mistake, a series of 

errors, first of love, then of officiousness, finally of language.”117 In writing it down, and in 

doing so under an assumed name, Kate is able to tell Jake something he has never 

understood about her before. 

Maintaining narrative agency 

Adler’s commitment to a correct way of writing, which she aims to adhere to despite 

doubting its very existence, is also reflected in her narration’s almost juridical style in certain 
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passages. Determined not to leave any holes in an argument, even as that argument is, on its 

face, simply a description of the current state of things, or even a stray thought, both Jen 

and (especially) Kate habitually overuse the word “or”. Describing a small motorboat, the 

kind with a rope that needs to be pulled before being started, Kate lingers on the nature of 

the rope itself – is it actually a rope, or is it something else? To start the motor, she narrates, 

you need to pull “a rope, or cord, or wire, or whatever it is,” because simply calling it a rope 

might mean making a mistake, if it instead should turn out to be more of a cord.118 She does 

the same thing when describing the dilemma of Ulysses’ faithful wife, Penelope, who, waiting 

for her husband to return from his travels, works on “that carpet, or blanket, or tapestry 

perhaps, in any event, that piece of weaving.”119 

Other, more aphoristic fragments, in which a certain thing, under certain circumstances, 

is stated to be true, seem in their language driven by a desire to exhaust every possibility: 

 

And yet if you have acquired a profound aversion for just such a place simply because of an obstacle 

that once was there, or an incapacity to discern that the obstacle no longer exists, or an indifference 

as to whether it exists or not, or if the habit of pointless jumping, or detour, or even turning back 

dejected has become for you the path itself, or if you have a superstitious need to treat the spot as 

though the obstacle remained, or even a belief that the discovery that the obstacle is gone is in itself 

a punishable offense, if any of these things is true for you, then you are lost. Or probably lost, unless 

the habitual path, the compulsion, the leap, the turning back, the long detour have for you another 

value. Individuality, for instance, love, obsession. Or for that matter, art.120 

 

The quoted passage is absurdly long, much longer than it really needs to be to get across the 

point that to avoid an accessible place because of an obstacle that was once there is the same 

as being lost. It is necessary to account for all of the different reasons one might avoid such 

a path, first in order to include all circumstances under which it is true that the person 

avoiding the path is indeed lost, then to account for all possible exceptions. Only then can 

Kate be believed; seen, finally, as a truly objective observer, even of her own life, 

unencumbered by personal biases. 

Kate’s penchant for legalese is further explored in the final pages of Pitch Dark, which 

discuss different modes of storytelling, in particular contrasting the testimony that happens 

in a courtroom with more traditional types of narrative. Our entry point into this discussion 

of the law is the story of an unnamed young man, during his childhood “[c]onscious, as the 
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youngest child at the table, of needing to justify any claim upon attention by making a point 

quickly; conscious, in the offices of seriously busy men […] of needing to keep the visit 

short,” who later becomes a lawyer.121 This man is drawn to the storytelling of the judicial 

system because he is good at keeping things concise, a virtue which Adler, despite her many 

ors and ands, clearly admires. 

Beyond the importance of directness, there are a few other things that Adler names as 

characteristics of juridical storytelling. One is the reliance on precedence; the significance 

placed on demonstrating that the story being told is really just like another, older story. 

Another is the rigid constraints on the storytellers; before a court, one can only tell a story 

one has truly been a part of: “the only storytellers, are the ones to whom the story happened, 

whom the facts befell.”122 The changing of names, in other words is not permitted.  Of 

course, the people bearing witness in a court of law are at a disadvantage, very rarely able to 

speak the language of the law, unable to fully express themselves. They “almost never 

understand what is being asked of them, what answers are permitted, what is the point of 

what is being asked.”123 Unable to take on an alias, or to shape a story to suit their needs, to, 

in short, lie a little, they are rendered nearly powerless, losing agency over their own 

narratives, and so the “outcomes, surprisingly often, are wrong.”124 The people who hold all 

the power over these stories are, instead, the lawyers and judges, the masters of the language 

of the courtroom. 

It is through language that Kate, again and again, affirms her power. In one of Pitch Dark’s 

most overtly emotional scenes (albeit one mediated somewhat by the fact that the emotion 

in question is frustration over a phone bill), Kate begins to feel truly powerless. She thinks 

that “this is part of what being black used to be like, this is part of what being poor is like, 

this is what being stateless is like, this is helplessness.”125 There is salvation, however, in the 

written word: “I thought, it cannot be; surely I am not this helpless. And of course, within 

days it came to me, I am the press.” 126 Controlling the narrative is the only way of escaping 

helplessness, of becoming free of oppression. 

Speedboat, which ends during a rather tumultuous time in Jen’s life, as she finds out she 

has been fired and faces an unexpected pregnancy, has near the end a fragment consisting 

entirely of dialogue. Jen tells Jim over the phone that she has lost her job, and, at this time 
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of precarity, loses her control of the narrative. Not only is she not the one steering the 

direction of the paragraph, as the pieces of dialogue are relayed without any contextualising 

text, but her voice is almost completely drowned out, becoming just one among many. An 

automated voice breaks into the call, disrupting the two-way conversation between Jen and 

her lover, and soon, other speakers start to interfere, their call interrupted by a multitude of 

other conversations taking place across the city.127 This is not the orderly progression of a 

linear story, but it is also not the keen narrative style that Jen has been using up to this point. 

While she eventually regains some sense of equilibrium, narrating the final pages in her usual 

fashion, the novel’s final, intensely self-referential line (“It could be that the sort of sentence 

one wants right here is the kind that runs, and laughs, and slides, and stops right on a 

dime.”128) constitutes an admission that Jen may not be able to end this story decisively. That 

could be the sort of sentence one wants, but she is unsure, allowing her tight grip on the 

reins of the story to slip at the very end. 

5. Other people’s feelings and shared narratives 

Having run across a rat twice in one week, Jen finds herself wondering whether she is being 

pursued around New York by a rodent. Ultimately, she reaches a less far-fetched conclusion, 

deciding that she has most likely just encountered two different rats. To believe anything 

else would be insane, and “sanity,” to Jen, “is the most profound and moral option of our 

time.”129 A telling little aphorism, given how many of the people around Jen opt for other 

alternatives, and how concerned Speedboat in general is with the insanities of “our time.” 

Both Speedboat and Pitch Dark are novels with satirical aims, using the snapshot structure 

of the architectonic novel, uniquely capable of evoking “a world, a realm, a ‘totality’ which 

will include either a special perspective on reality or as many diverse perspectives as [the 

author] is capable of expressing,” to draw a convincing caricature of Adler’s own world.130 

Deprioritising elements like character and linear plot allows architectonic novels to 

foreground the context in which characters are moving, the city being a particularly popular 

subject to explore, and through these texts authors can render “a microscopic image of the 

universe.”131 While Adler’s novels are both, to some extent, about New York, the city itself 

is not their primary focus. Indeed, the persistent globetrotting of Adler’s characters, and the 
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wide variety of settings available for exploration, are themselves key features of the 

globalised society that she is examining. But the fact that Adler is attempting to say 

something about that society, and, in particular, about its lack of sanity, is undeniable. 

Affect plays an important role here. As Ngai writes, ugly feelings are, with their 

“doubleness,” able to mirror “the doubleness on which irony, as an evaluative stance hinging 

on a relationship between the said and the unsaid, fundamentally depends.”132 Ugly feelings 

produce feelings about those feelings, “meta-responses” which serve to separate the person 

experiencing an ugly emotion from that emotion, creating an “ironic distance.”133 And 

regarding the pain of others from that distance, Adler chooses to be sceptical. 

The limits of empathy 

The inappropriate emotional responses of others are abundant sources of humour in both 

Speedboat and Pitch Dark, the former especially. In Speedboat, Jen tells the story of a friend who 

became mad, the “onset of the state of mind” first materialising as an increased sense of 

empathy, “a loyalty to objects.”134 Though it makes no sense, this friend feels intense guilt 

over not treating her possessions right. As an object has no mind of its own, though, one 

never knowing “whether an egg prefers to be boiled or not,” it is impossible for her to do 

right by her belongings.135 Empathy becomes a prison, where the madwoman constantly 

oscillates “between regret and indecision”.136 

Empathising too deeply with other people forces a doctor Jen was treated by in high 

school to stop “setting fractures,” a practice at which he previously excelled. He cannot bear 

suffering, experiencing the pain of others as his own: “When patients called to say they had 

colds, he would whistle and say God, I can hear it. When they hurt, sprained ankles, he 

would inhale and say that he knew how it hurt, he had had sprains himself.”137 The doctor’s 

appropriation of his patients’ feelings does more than just pain him—it also keeps him from 

treating them effectively. Empathy does not beget compassion, but prevents the doctor from 

doing something that might actually take the pain away. 

Another minor character from Speedboat, Madame Devereux, has “suffered privations, 

inconveniences” during “the war,” stories of which she is happy to share with Jen over a 
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meal.138 In wartime, she also “endured reports of the conditions at the front.”139 Here, the 

overwrought description of her second-hand emotions—she does not hear the reports, she 

endures them, suffers inconveniences—is used to emphasise the relative ease of her oppression. 

This Frenchwoman, stuck “rolling bandages” at a comfortable distance from “the ghettos 

of Eastern Europe,” finds it difficult to sympathise with the inhabitants of said ghettos after 

they steal and sell both the doorknobs of all the doors in the ghetto and the bandages 

provided to help them.140 Suddenly, she is “appalled” at them.141 Her compassion, extended 

from a relative position of safety, is only given when the victims of genocide act as she thinks 

they ought to. The satirical intent of the paragraph is clear: sympathy only goes so far. 

As both Madame Devereux and Jen’s overly empathetic friends demonstrate, empathy 

does not, in itself, constitute a moral act. Nor does it necessarily empower one to act, as 

Spinoza suggests a more productive affect might. Susan Sontag proposes that what she calls 

“sympathy” (which is by all accounts the same thing I mean when I write “empathy”) might 

even be disempowering: “So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what 

caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our impotence.”142 

Ngai names a feeling of powerlessness as one of the defining features of modern bourgeois 

society, the art produced by that society marked by an acute “awareness of its inability to 

significantly change” it.143 Returning to Roger Rosenblatt’s review of Speedboat, it is plain that 

denying readers empathetic identification with the novel’s subject provokes emotions, 

because empathy being disregarded in this way is provocative. As Ngai writes: “There are 

obviously things we do not care about—end of story. But then there are things we do not 

care about in which the very absence of care subsequently becomes disturbing.”144 If 

empathy rests upon an “imagined symmetry” between subject and object, Adler disrupts 

that symmetry both by refusing to mirror the emotions of her intended audience in her text, 

and by showcasing these failures of empathy, where empathetic identification produces, at 

best, a fleeting, conditional feeling of allyship, and at worst, a wavering of the mind so violent 

as to be disabling.145 
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Premature speaking 

Austerity is not just an important feature of Adler’s novels where emotion is concerned; they 

also demonstrate an austerity of information, their respective narrators sharing part of the 

story, but never more than can fit into a few pages. They cut themselves off, keeping each 

fragment both intensely concentrated and enigmatically free of context. In Guy Trebay’s 

afterword to Speedboat, he recalls Adler telling him that she “was biting of the thread before 

the thing [she] was writing, the part of the story, the anecdote, was done.”146 

The theme of reticence, or austerity, is further emphasised by Pitch Dark’s instances of 

what Vermeulen calls “premature articulation”. When characters speak without thinking, 

without holding back, it has profound consequences. Vermeulen sees a deliberate contrast 

between the austere demeanour of the character-narrator of Rachel Cusk’s Outline and the 

careless speech of other characters, using the example of Outline’s “two episodes in which 

men unwittingly confess their affairs to their wives and ruin their marriages”.147 The very 

same thing happens in Pitch Dark, where Kate’s lover, while in a car with both Kate and his 

wife, tells a story both have been told before, each woman thinking he is addressing the 

other. Jake’s wife, assuming her husband cannot have forgotten already telling her the same 

thing, believes he is referring to Kate when he says, “Honey, right there in that heavy 

snowstorm, I saw two deer.”148 Kate immediately realises the wife is bothered by his use of 

“Honey,” but Jake remains oblivious. Vermeulen sees “feminine self-restraint” as an 

“empowering strategy” in instances of premature articulation, and the bond between the two 

women, the wife and the mistress, united in their cool composure, is underscored by Adler: 

“There we both were, though, together in our silence. There he was, a little drunk, unaware, 

I think, and happy, driving through the darkness down the road.”149 

Speedboat provides something of a counterpoint to this anecdote, in the shape of a 

cautionary tale about women sharing their innermost thoughts with a man who, as it turns 

out, is not to be trusted. The story is about Manley Dubois, a writer with a gift for getting 

women to confide in him. The troubles of these women are, in turn, shared with the next 

woman who needs to be comforted by Dubois, in order to encourage her to open up.150 

Adler ends the story on a comical note: Dubois, having gathered the confidences of 

numerous women in order to write his opus, has very little to say about them: “When he 

 
146 Trebay, Guy. “Afterword,” in Speedboat by Renata Adler. New York: NYRB Classics, 2013. 
147 Vermeulen, 2021. p. 92. 
148 Adler, 1983. p. 15. 
149 Vermeulen, 2021. p. 92; Adler, 1983. p. 15. 
150 Adler, 1976. p. 118. 



34 

finally came to write about them, it turned out, strangely, that he had never understood his 

material at all.”151 The inability of Dubois to look outside of himself saves the women from 

humiliation in print, and Dubois does not meaningfully benefit from his deceit, but secrets 

have still been spread, and these women have lost something by speaking. And all writers 

need sources, in people willing to share their own personal narratives. After years of 

wondering what might make “the victims of some small sensational tragedy” willing to open 

up to the journalists who come knocking at their doors, Jen has reached a conclusion: “it’s 

mostly an agony of trying to please,” a “cast of mind” that renders its sufferers uniquely 

vulnerable to the exploitative practices of the writer.152 

There is great danger in speaking, and power in staying silent. Pitch Dark mentions a 

French ballerina who, overcome with emotion during a performance, “blurted Maman” at 

the dancer playing her mother, “and her career was ruined.”153 What Kate learns from the 

story is that “you have to keep, you just have to keep a distance.”154 Jen admires “the laconic,” 

envying the “position of great power” she attributes to “people who just sit there, silent.”155 

Curiously, given the number of episodes within Speedboat where Jen struggles to find 

something to say, and the concise nature of the novel itself, Jen considers herself to be a 

very talkative person, though she consciously makes an effort to keep herself from speaking 

too much: “I have to curb an impulse to field every remark, by everybody, as though it were 

addressed to me.”156 It is a visible impulse, one Jen has observed in others, and one that 

needs to be “resolved,” lest she continue to be embarrassed by it. Keeping oneself from 

speaking is, according to Jen, easier in a foreign language, where it is necessary “to make an 

effort. One polishes a case, a tense, a comment. The subject passes.”157 And the speaker, 

who has not expressed herself prematurely, is saved. 

Speaking in a second language often requires careful deliberation, and so does fiction 

writing. Viktor Shklovsky’s “defamiliarization” relies on a distinction between “constructed 

speech” and “ordinary speech,” the obviously manufactured nature of poetic language 

necessitating that readers approach it differently from the “economical, easy, correct” speech 

of everyday conversation.158 Shklovsky considers prose writing to be more similar to ordinary 
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speech, but I would argue that the agrammaticality and fragmentation of Adler’s writing 

evokes the unfamiliar much in the same way that poetry does, requiring poetic reading, where 

the “automatization” of perception is removed, in a process that Shklovsky himself 

compares to speaking a foreign language.159 Reading poetry is not simply receiving piece of 

information, but reflecting on it; similarly, writing in an obviously constructed style, 

imposing her own language barrier, keeps the author of Speedboat and Pitch Dark from 

speaking prematurely. 

Second-hand storytelling 

In many of the two novels’ anecdotal passages, the focalisation moves outside of the 

narrators, entering the minds of other characters, or rather, the narrators’ imagined versions 

of their minds. In one such passage, early in Pitch Dark, Jake becomes the focal character, 

his thoughts on his extramarital affair offered as explanations for his behaviour. His 

dismissiveness, and the distance at which he keeps Kate from the real joys of his life, are 

attributed to insufficient love (“Sometimes he loved her, sometimes he was just amused and 

touched by the degree to which she loved him”) and to taking Kate’s love for him for granted 

(“he had come to take the extent of her love as given, and as such, he lost interest in it”).160 

In the second half of the fragment, Kate’s own thoughts are given, but they are, to her lover 

of eight years, inaccessible. He has never really been able to see her side of things, distrusting 

“her sometimes, but on the wrong grounds,” and considering her “light with the truth, and 

lawless,” though she is in fact an “honorable” person.161 As with the raccoon, Kate can in 

hindsight see both sides of the misunderstanding, but she is sure that Jake cannot. When in 

the car with him and his wife, and when reflecting more broadly on their relationship, she is 

able to contain both herself and Jake, but he misunderstands, and believes her when she lies 

“that she was more content than she was, that her love for him was more constant than, 

within the limits that he set, it could be.” 162 His capacity for empathy is not the same as hers; 

nor is his willingness to step outside of himself. The same can be said of Manley Dubois, 

who can listen to and appropriate the woes of women, while remaining incapable of 

contributing anything to them, or even of understanding what is interesting about them. 

Making Adler’s critique of men’s inability to adopt a double gaze that would allow them to 

understand the perspectives of the women in their lives more obvious, another male 
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character from Speedboat diagnoses a friend with “sexual problems” after she tells him she is 

not physically attracted to him. Jen does not buy his explanation of the rejection for a second, 

immediately grasping that the woman, however rude she may have seemed, was telling the 

truth: “For him, the inference was problems. Maybe there is no polite way.”163 

These are novels about journalism, which perhaps accounts for their almost 

anthropological approach to storytelling, where characters and incidents are lined up as 

samples through which a chaotic modernity may be studied. Unlike Dubois, though, Jen 

admits to not being very good at getting information out of people. She has “never been any 

good at interviews,” and when called upon to profile an actor, she is unable to come up with 

any questions beyond “how are you?”164 She resorts to simply repeating some small part 

what he is saying in order to get him to elaborate. This works surprisingly well, though mostly 

because the man enjoys talking about himself. Eventually, even he falters, Jen’s lack of 

contribution to the conversation ultimately keeping it from going further.165 Dubois, who 

does not give any of himself to his women, is still able to prompt them by exploiting the 

stories of other women. But Jen cannot invest affectively, even to get an interview in return. 

She stays out of it, implicitly to the detriment of her career. 

The following fragment is on a similar theme; Jen is again called to interview someone 

whom she fails to engage in conversation. This passage, like the previous one, highlights her 

inexperience as a young reporter, but it also places her in an environment with which she is 

unfamiliar, forced to write about an issue about which she has no first-hand experience. She 

is to write “about blacks in the city universities,” there being “hardly any” to speak of.166 The 

wealth of worldly experience possessed by the woman being interviewed is emphasised (she 

is “black and from Trinidad, grew up in Rochester and was sent through college by Xerox”; 

she has been a “systems analyst, taught nights at the New School, and was the assistant to a 

radical Fordham dean”), as is both the hostility of the environment (“It was cold. The 

landlord was trying to drive the tenants out”) and the cool of the people populating it 

(“Friends kept wandering into Mattie’s apartment to talk about legal matters. Everyone was 

drinking beer”)167 Jen is left trying “to look as though I knew what I was doing there,” before 

being rescued by the friendliness of her interviewee, Mattie.168 The anecdote reveals an 

unreliability not just to the way Jen describes the interiority of others, but to her ability to 
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render the various intersecting systems of oppression that dictate her existence in writing. 

She does not always know her subject, in this specific fragment trying to write about Black 

experience as a white woman, and she is not all that good at getting the people who do know 

to introduce her to it. 

In general, both books are a bit obsessed with the way people speak, and they are 

merciless in their descriptions of people who, for whatever reason, do not speak well. In 

Speedboat, Jen describes the “slowest-talking man” she knows, a person with whom it is very 

difficult to have dinner.169 The fragment is suffused with annoyance, Jen noting that “[o]ne 

tends to drink a lot on these occasions,” waiting for the man to get to the point.170 An 

unnamed character in Pitch Dark has “no ear whatever for language.”171 This man misspeaks 

constantly, speaking “of heighth, of nucular, of walking with he and I. When his best friend 

was dying, he said, he is being fed intraveniously.”172 When Jen’s landlord is murdered, she 

takes issue with a local shop owner’s description of the crime as “foul play,” which “seems 

a weird expression for the case.”173 Jen’s extremely economical approach to interviewing 

people reveals that unlike these blathering men, when she is at risk of saying the wrong thing, 

she says nothing at all. 

Even decent communicators are at constant risk of being misinterpreted, and crossed 

wires run rampant in these novels. Beyond previously mentioned examples—the raccoon, 

Jake’s mischaracterisation of Kate and his careless speech, et cetera—Pitch Dark has a 

passage ruminating on banal miscommunications: a friend of Kate’s, staying with her family 

for a short time, hears Kate’s father ask, “Where is my poison?”, referring to his arthritis 

medication.174 She is appalled, “crying No!” seemingly under the impression that Kate’s 

father is actually taking poison.175 In the same fragment, the incident is compared to “a 

similar misunderstanding, though without, as far as I could tell, any ingredient of horror,” 

where a woman simply mistakes Kate’s question about her dog’s missing teeth to be about 

the animal’s missing leg.176 

By prominently displaying these miscommunications, Adler is pointing to one of the 

major problems of life in an individualised society: nobody can ever truly know anybody 

else. The female protagonists of these novels may be empathetic, but they are also aware of 
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their own limited scopes, narrating the experiences of other people while consistently 

bringing up the fact that those experiences may not entirely be, to their subjects, as they are 

to Adler or her fictional stand-ins. In Speedboat, Jen demonstrates her ability to interpret 

behaviour based on very little evidence when she says of a friend drowned in a boating 

accident, “It is probable he had been drinking.”177 But why does she think that this friend 

was a drinker, and enough of one that it may have led to his death? She bases her guess on 

a very small clue: the fact that, at dinner a few months before his death, the man “said he 

was bored with his job.”178 Her argument is unconvincing, a simple grasp at a very 

circumstantial straw, showing that she, despite her best efforts, is not an objective, 

omniscient narrator but just one perspective, eager to take on those of others, but, like old 

Manley Dubois, not necessarily able to do them justice. 

When the stories of non-narrator characters are relayed in these novels, it is often without 

any indication of how Jen and Kate might have acquired an anecdote. One Speedboat 

fragment describes the workers at a switchboard desk becoming invested in the relationship 

between a man and a woman whose calls they listen in on, hoping that the couple will 

eventually marry. The emotion, as in many other scenes, reaches absurd heights, one veteran 

operator weeping when the man finally proposes. The switchboard workers send the couple 

a congratulatory card, and the lovers, already on the verge of another break-up, decide to 

stick together instead, afraid of “what the card implied, who knew and who didn’t”.179 Jen is 

nowhere in this fragment, but she is apparently aware of both sides of it, able to render both 

the “sympathy and indignation” of the operators and the confusion of the engaged couple, 

who eventually marry.180 The fragment brings to the fore questions of misguided empathy 

and faulty communication, which are central to both Speedboat and Pitch Dark, but the missing 

character-narrator, in an episode so focused on the narratives we construct about one 

another, raises another issue: who is telling this story? 

If self-narration is self-empowerment, the appropriation of another’s story becomes 

something akin to a violation, and there are multiple passages in Adler’s novels that express 

a level of distaste with those who desperately want to be a part of the salacious dramas of 

others. Visiting a Mediterranean island, Jen is confronted by a cleaner who warns her about 

some local workers, “men from the interior,” who regularly “commit atrocities” for their 

own pleasure.181 Speaking of their “violent, wrathful dispositions, their criminal natures,” the 
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woman takes on a “maniacal slyness,” becoming animated with excitement.182 Her stated 

goal is simply to caution Jen against getting too close to the men, but she relishes in sharing 

the gory details of their crimes, including the frequent strangling of local cats.183 This is 

another side to the ever-fallible empathy that Adler satirises in these works, an investment 

in others driven not by compassion but by sensationalism. 

The woman’s attitude is similar to that of a writer, if a later passage, attributing similar 

behaviour to all authors, is to be believed. A man, after discovering his wife’s affair, is sent 

a package of her love letters, all addressed to another man, in a petty act of revenge by her 

jilted lover. In this instance, Jen only hears one side of the story: that of the lover who posted 

the letters. Not knowing what the cuckolded husband ended up doing, she decides that he 

would be a “gentleman” not to open them.184 If he did decide to read the letters, though, 

that would mean that “he may have been a writer. In some sense.”185 The work of a writer 

is necessarily invasive, and as a writer, Jen is just as guilty of the sin of over-identification as 

the bleeding hearts around her. 

“We” as a narrator 

Both Jen and Kate often narrate using the collective “we”, a strategy that Adler has 

frequently employed in journalistic work. Michelle Dean, commenting on Adler’s use of the 

first person when describing the political activities of her contemporaries, writes that “the 

most curious thing about this analysis is that Adler so completely detached herself from the 

‘we’ she employs.”186 Including herself in groups she is describing turns her critiques into 

self-deprecation, and arguably lends her satirical descriptions of the values of the 1960s a 

sense of authenticity, but it also obscures the author herself. As Dean notes, even when 

Adler herself is nominally one of the idealistic kids committed to “corny” values like “reason, 

decency, prosperity, human dignity, contact, the finest, broadest possible America,” the way 

she speaks about them makes her seem more aligned with their conservative adversaries.187 

“We” is used to satirical effects in both Speedboat and Pitch Dark. Jen is part of a group of 

exchange students on a French boat, a “we” trying desperately “to avoid in each other’s 

presence that attempt to pronounce the French r,” all students, all ugly Americans abroad.188 
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She and her peers “are thirty-five. Some of us are grey. We all do situps or something to 

keep fit.”189 The “we” gets re-examined slightly in Pitch Dark, which includes the self-aware 

reflection that Kate is only really speaking of herself: “We had read widely. And there was 

no ‘we,’ of course, except in retrospect, since it is just an I, alone, who reads.”190 All the 

same, she carries on, detailing what she and her “highly educated” peers read, all of them 

ultimately, “though we never would have mentioned it to one another, John O’Hara’s.”191 

Reading O’Hara seems a bit embarrassing to Kate, presumably because the author, though 

well-regarded in his time, was known to be a very entertaining and not particularly difficult 

writer, but he is the one who is read “lastly, oddly, in some ways pre-eminently” by Kate 

and, by extension, by her fellow students.192 

This discussion of O’Hara leads into a passage on sex in the 60s, the whole fragment 

beginning with the phrase “What do you tell the Sanger people?” which recurs several times 

in the chapter.193 The “Sanger people” are the ones working at the Sanger Institute, which 

provided women with birth control at the time. Sex is terrifying to a young Kate and her 

friends, because it is an act with profound social and physical consequences for women, but 

Kate and her friend, feeling daring, make an appointment for Kate at the Sanger Institute. 

In the end, she is too embarrassed to cancel the appointment, intimidated by the person she 

speaks to on the phone, whose speech is reminiscent of the German “refugee voices” of 

Kate’s parents, but too embarrassed to keep it.194 She gets as far as the waiting room, but 

doesn’t recognise herself in the other women waiting, and leaves. The reference to Kate’s 

parents compounds the shame she feels at her interest in sexual activity, and her assertion 

that in the waiting room “nobody looked like me” speaks to a wish not to be the wrong kind 

of woman.195 Kate needs to see herself in the other women, and to see her reading habits in 

her peers. Similarly, Jen needs to share her nervousness when speaking a foreign language, 

and her anxieties about aging, with those around her. Frequently lost, these women find 

themselves, as Annie Ernaux puts it, searching for “models of existence in space and 

time”.196 Beyond simply including themselves in groups they are trying to satirise, aiming for 

self-deprecation and authenticity, these “wes” constitute engagements with cultural 
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narratives, and an acknowledgement that “the most personal experience takes place in a 

space shaped by collective forces”.197 

Cultural narratives 

Adler is not writing in a vacuum, and her novels can be read as responses to the world, and 

the literature, that she sees around her. She is, as Jen declares in Speedboat, filling a knowledge 

gap: “The problem is this. Hardly anyone about whom I deeply care at all resembles anyone 

else I have ever met, or heard of, or read about in the literature.”198 Here, Adler directly 

engages with the shared cultural narratives that are, according to Meretoja, one of the most 

understudied aspects of contemporary autofiction. There is no disengaging the personal 

narrative from a collective one, but there are ways in which an author like Adler can point 

to the relationship between her own writing and the narratives that surround it. These lines 

from Speedboat assert that the novel is, to some extent, offering a challenge to dominant 

narratives, telling stories that have never before been told. The sense that Adler is “writing 

back” is deepened by the strange openness of her prose. She will begin a fragment with a 

demonstrative “But here,” or mention what “they” are saying without saying which “they”; 

what “[t]hree of us” are doing without saying which “us”.199 

Both Sinykin and Jordan ascribe to women’s autofiction a unique ability to make visible 

women’s relative lack of agency outside of those narratives.200 Meretoja’s cultural narratives 

can deepen our understanding of that ability: by decentring the self within an autofictional 

narrative and allowing other people’s voices to drown out the personal one, autofiction can 

move away from the individual subjectivity so often valorised in autobiographical writing. 

Jen and Kate tell stories from the sidelines, looking around at the world and plucking out 

what they can. Even when they are the main characters of a fragment’s story, they are rarely 

the agents pushing that story forward. Many of Jen’s stories about journalism are about being 

on assignments where she feels out of her depth, and she frequently begins them by telling 

us that she was “sent to cover a hospital in Brooklyn,” or “sent to interview” someone.201 

She is “the sort of reporter who hangs around, or rather, tags along.”202 Kate’s stories are 

often about running away, feeling persecuted by her lover or by her surroundings, but she is 
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rarely in pursuit of any goal. In a more conventional novel, these might make for very 

frustrating protagonists, but in a narrative that is all about narration itself, the passivity of 

the characters has an effect very similar to what Meretoja observes in Annie Ernaux’s 

autofiction—“it allows [the author] to acknowledge how much of our existence is not a 

matter of action but of being acted upon.”203 

For all of Adler’s vicious descriptions of others, she is surprisingly timid in her more 

aphoristic passages, ending a Speedboat passage not with a declarative statement on the 

importance of moderate politics but with the afterthought, “Or so it seems.”204 The same 

impulse is apparent in the juridical passages that overuse “or”. This is just one narrative 

among many, subject to interventions and objections. Even personal experience is not 

exempt from outside narrative input. People have their own narratives about Adler’s 

character-narrators, and both Jen and Kate are confronted with these from time to time. An 

obvious one is Jake’s version of Kate, which she dismisses as a misinterpretation. But more 

broadly, she displays a terror of being misunderstood, and is, as I will discuss in my chapter 

on affect, suspicious that people are spreading lies about her, making her look like a bad 

houseguest or a political thinker blinded by emotion. Jen notes that a colleague has spread a 

false rumour that she is an alcoholic, and has dated “three writers with a habit of saying 

“‘May I use that’ when [she says] something to them in character.”205 The double-sided 

nature of the autofictional, blending fact and fiction, may allow a writer telling her own life 

story a greater sense of agency, and Adler celebrates that agency by referencing the potential 

falseness of her narratives. However, her metafictionality also has another effect: it highlights 

the fact that these narratives are in not the only ones that could be told about their subject 

matter. A fragment from Speedboat, quoted below in its entirety, dramatises a potential 

conflict of stories: 

 

The truth, I would like to say here, is as follows. But I can’t. In some places, it may have already 

begun, the war of everybody against everybody, of all against all. ‘The Great Game,’ the lady 

philosopher used to say, quoting Kipling, ‘is finished when everyone is dead. Not before.’206 

 

Juxtaposing a question of truth with an image of war makes the issue of narrative agency 

seem urgent, a matter of life and death. Adler’s autofictional project becomes a violent act 

of resistance, in competition with any number of other narratives. But is also to some extent 
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and act of subjugation against others, as her narrative assigns to the people around her the 

same unbidden personas and experiences that she herself is trying to avoid—anyone who 

cannot keep from speaking prematurely is fair game. The quote also emphasises the 

individualised nature of the coming conflict, where people clash “all against all.” The 

emphasis placed on individual responsibility in this time of austerity, each man tightening 

his own belt, is reflected in the increased importance of personal narrative. Adler’s focus on 

narrative multiplicity also echoes postmodern and poststructural scepticisms about grand 

narratives, which position diversity in narrative as an alternative to the universal frameworks 

espoused by structuralist thinkers. 

But the personal narrative, as the man researching his own autobiography and the “lady 

philosopher” quoting Kipling show, needs assistance from the collective. Adler’s novels are 

quick to reference the work of others, striving to better explain their own project through 

dialogue with authors that came before it. Without explicitly referencing her own, often very 

porous writing, which sounds as though it is responding to something not in the text itself, 

Adler discusses the same technique as a favourite of Vladimir Nabokov’s. Nabokov begins 

a story with “‘And,’ when nothing at all has gone before, with ‘in the second place,’ when 

there has been no first place, with ‘because,’ when there has been no why and there will be 

no indication what […] will follow on account of that because.”207 In Pitch Dark, Nabokov’s 

writing is dismissed as “specious half-truths,” but, comparing Nabokov to the rock-solid 

Wittgenstein, she finds that flimsiness may in some cases be preferable to the alternative: 

after all, “who wants to write cement?”208 Pitch Dark is doing what Nabokov does, “toying 

with metaphor,” relying on “half-truths,” even as it occasionally flirts with Wittgenstein’s 

decisive aphorisms, and by displacing her discussion of that style onto another author, Adler 

can explore why.209 

Another author Adler draws from is Stein, as becomes apparent in a Pitch Dark digression 

on “[s]entimentality in the work of Gertrude Stein.” Adler argues that Stein had an “aversion 

for sentimentality,” and that she attempted “to expunge the conventional and easy from her 

work.”210 Stein is not the only author to face this dilemma—Adler herself speaks in Trebay’s 

afterword of a division between high modernist prose and emotion, which she struggled to 

bridge in her novels.211 She has two principal points to make about Stein: first, that there is 

a reluctant sentimentality in Stein’s work, and second, that unlike an overtly sentimental 
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author like Thomas Wolfe, Stein was deeply unhappy. Given the fact that Adler speaks about 

her own work in the same terms as Stein’s, the inference that “Gertrude Stein, I suspect, 

rather despised her life,” becomes highly instructive to an interpretation of affective distance 

in Adler, especially as the fragment ends with the admission that “I can’t read her [Stein] 

either.”212 What she can do is use a cursory analysis of Stein’s writing to tell her readers how 

to engage with the emotions of a text that, at a glance, seems emotionless. She also tells us 

something about Kate, her protagonist, who is herself pretty unhappy, and whose rejection 

of sentimentality should not be allowed to obscure that fact. 

These are far from the only intertextual references in Pitch Dark, although most others 

do not so explicitly draw parallels between Adler’s writing and that of her inspirations. What 

all of the quotations and allusions in both of Adler’s novels do is further emphasise their 

interconnectedness with and dependence on a number of other texts, from which they can 

draw material to both build on and contend with. To Julia Kristeva, intertextuality is 

inescapable, and “any text is constructed of a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption 

and transformation of another.”213 When Adler references “Bartleby” in Speedboat, or 

“Kafka’s castle” in Pitch Dark, she is referencing her own reliance on these texts, while 

presenting the shared cultural experience of engagements with these giants of fiction as 

another act committed by a nebulous “we”.214 Individual subjectivity is once more rendered 

less than important. Jen’s ability to live and work in Speedboat is presented as entirely reliant 

on this ability to pick up what other people put down, largely because she feels so 

disempowered and passive. She has “no real interests,” subsisting on “ambitions and ties to 

people, of a certain intensity.”215 After losing her grip on the ambitions, and an 

accompanying “sense of the whole,” she is advised to “steep” herself in things.216 She does 

this by reading, and begins to use the words she frequently sees on the page, constructing 

her own language out of fragments from other people’s work.217 Intertext becomes a 

strategy, a way of making an “I”. 
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6. Affective austerity and emotional agency 

The architechtonic novel is rarely character-driven, and Adler has never, as The New Yorker’s 

Megan O’Rourke points out in her article on the reissuing of Speedboat and Pitch Dark, written 

a “novel of interiority.”218 Pitch Dark is more concerned with the emotions of its central 

character than Speedboat, but there is, according to Adler herself, a tendency for “strict high-

modernist fiction […] to dismiss most appeals to emotion, sentiment, caring about 

characters and what happens to them, as cheap, as kitsch”.219 As an author very concerned 

with the playful, fragmented forms of modernist fiction, wanting to “be true to our time,” 

Adler struggled with the question of how “to get conventional feeling in there”.220 Both 

novels describe situations that might be assumed to produce strong emotions, which are 

described without any, or with very few, affective markers. To understand how Adler 

navigates this apparent contradiction between emotion and modernity, and how her novels 

comment on the ability of emotion to expand and limit a person’s agency, we must look 

more closely both at the ways in which Adler’s narrators refuse affective engagement and at 

the emotions they do, however reluctantly, exhibit in these texts. 

Affective projection 

One obvious form of affective disengagement is the displacement of one’s feelings onto 

someone else. For example, many of the Pitch Dark fragments dealing with the relationship 

between Kate and Jake are narrated entirely in the third person, meaning that they are not 

described as though experienced by the narrator herself. This includes several of the passages 

that more explicitly reference passionate displays of emotion, such as, “Crying was by no 

means her modus operandi. Nonetheless, she wept.”221 The “she” crying is Kate, but the 

shift away from first-person narration implies a desire to obscure that fact. The same thing 

applies to the early fragment on how to open a story like this, the one beginning with, “He 

knew that she had left him when she began to smoke again.”222 

As Sinykin says, the contrast between the rigorous organisation of Speedboat’s narrative 

and the loss of control Jen Fain experiences over her body feels deliberate, but Jen’s 
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pregnancy is hardly the first instance where that loss of control is apparent. Earlier in the 

novel, Jen relays an experience that could be read as a sexual assault. This incident follows 

“the most wretched moment of [Jen’s] life,” which happens during a vacation in Venice with 

her then-partner, Aldo.223 Jen an Aldo have both had a great deal of brandy, and she gets up 

in the middle of the night, somewhere between extreme drunkenness and a hangover, and 

vomits. Several women within hearing range mistakenly assume that she is pregnant, and 

this is the cause of the misery she feels the following morning. Aldo, however, has another 

reason for feeling bad: while Jen was unconscious from the alcohol, he raped her. 

 

‘I feel awful,’ he said. I said I did too. The house brandy, I thought. He shook his head. He did look 

worrieder, sadder even, than I had ever seen him look. He said, ‘I don’t know whether I can tell you.’ 

[...] He coughed, He said, ‘I made love to you. While you were out cold.’ [...] I didn’t say anything. He 

said, ‘Twice.’ I waited. Silence. I said, ‘Well, I guess I missed it then.’224 

 

Following this revelation, Jen expresses a sense of surprise over Aldo’s strong reaction, 

telling him she doesn’t understand why he is so upset. He is clearly aware that he has done 

something wrong, and is, conversely, confused about Jen’s lack of reaction, saying she 

“honestly didn’t have to be as nice as that about it.”225 Eventually, he tells her that he regards 

what he did as an act of necrophilia, and Jen concludes this episode with a blasé description 

of their respective despair, hers because “six fat women in Venice I would never see again 

thought I was pregnant by a man who did not want to marry me,” his “because he thought 

he was a necrophiliac.”226 Both despairs are equally “genuine,” but Jen still attributes them 

to the lovers’ youth, and to the possibility that, at the time, they were simply “retarded.”227 

While Jen seems satisfied with the explanation that Aldo is upset over “necrophilia,” not 

rape, Aldo is himself conscious of the fact that this is something he has done to her. He may 

not fully understand it as an act of sexual violence, but he is “especially” reluctant to tell Jen, 

more than he would be to tell someone else, and expects her to be angrier.228 

Whether Jen genuinely cannot see anything wrong with a man having sex with the 

unconscious body of his girlfriend or is simply wilfully ignorant, the assault happening when 

it does connects it to her wish not to be pregnant. While Sinykin, in his discussion of Jen’s 
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pregnancy, convincingly ties together the themes of bodily and narrative agency, the 

condition putting a decisive stop to Jen’s unpredictable narration, here, Adler introduces 

emotional agency into the mix. The final sentence of the Venice fragment reads, “We were 

other people, anyway, in another world.”229 This incident does not matter to Jen, because 

she was young when it happened, and “retarded,” and anyways, it happened to another 

person. She asserts her agency, at a time when both the possibility of pregnancy and the use 

of her body as a masturbatory device seem to have robbed her of it, both by structuring her 

narrative in a way that turns the whole thing into a comical anecdote, and by emphasising 

her own lack of affective investment. At the time, it was the worst moment of her life, but 

the older Jen narrating the story has no reason to concern herself with that. 

In general, the idea of telling a story after the fact appeals to Jen, because it allows her to 

detach, removing her own emotions from the equation. The cool tone of Speedboat cannot 

be maintained if the narrator is still experiencing what she is describing; she must first regain 

her footing, then get to work. A fragment towards the end of the novel stresses the 

importance of this temporal distance: Jen, while on a tall ladder in high-heeled shoes, denies 

being scared when asked by Jim, but admits in writing that she is “beset by an extreme 

proposition of What if.”230 While terrified in the moment, she believes the fear will disappear 

if she is able to “eradicate the What if, or at least postpone it, until it becomes an appropriate, 

theoretical speculation, on the stable ground.”231 To reflect on the possibility of death when 

that death seems imminent is useless, but if ignored, it can be brought up again later—then 

as a speculative proposition, a thing that might have happened to the “other person” Jen 

was at the time. Suddenly, the possibility implied by “What if” is nothing but an interesting 

thought experiment. This passage offers something of an explanation for the relative 

prominence of Kate’s emotions in Pitch Dark. After all, she freely admits that she is not 

always able to leave the emotional confines of her heartbreak; it is still “where” she is.232 

Another Speedboat fragment dramatizes narrator’s unwillingness to lose control by placing 

her in a situation where she must deliberately allow the plane she is piloting to “stall” in the 

air. In general, Jen’s efforts while in flight school are impeded by her unwillingness to 

practice that which does not come naturally to her, the inherent danger of air travel lending 

real stakes to her dilemma. Jen does the same exercise over and over again in the plane, 

describing her usual path with the indifference of someone seasoned enough to be unafraid 
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of it: “I take off, turn left, turn left, turn left a third and fourth time, land, speed down the 

runway, take off, four lefts, land again, take off.”233 The reason why she is unwilling to 

practise other manoeuvres is explicitly fear, and she is chastised by her instructor for seeming 

“to concentrate too gravely” when she feels herself to be in danger.234 The part of flight 

school that almost makes her leave prematurely is the stalling, which requires the pilot to 

“deliberately climb too sharply, until you feel the engine cough. The plane shivers slightly. 

That’s a stall. It is time to push the nose down and the throttle fully up. This process violates 

every natural instinct.” 235 To purposefully relinquish control does not come naturally to Jen, 

and her instinct to preserve her cool composure, avoiding any situation that might unsettle 

it, informs Speedboat as a whole. 

Ugly feelings 

Emotions that are named by Adler, and suffered by her narrators, are more often than not 

perfect examples of what Ngai calls “ugly feelings”: small, petty, and unpleasant, not striking 

with any great force at the protagonists, but rather poking annoyingly at them, provoking a 

sense of prickliness that permeates both narratives. Disappointed once again by her lover, 

Kate feels only “dimly, more than dimly but for obscure reasons, sad.”236 Described 

(according to her, mistakenly) by a gossip-prone colleague as an alcoholic, Jen, echoing 

Bartleby himself, decides that it is “not so troubling to be thought of as an alcoholic; still, I 

preferred not.”237 

Ngai’s affects are “dysphoric,” in the sense that they point to a discrepancy between the 

inner and outer worlds of literary characters.238 They are engendered by a state of “obstructed 

agency,” where the ability to act is limited by the social context in which an actor exists. 

These limitations can be the direct consequence of the actions of others or larger societal 

structures.239 Where a passionate response to a partner’s inadequacy, or to a colleague’s 

gossiping, might declare the displeasure of Adler’s narrators more explicitly, a muted reaction 

also testifies to their inhibition; when there is nothing to be done about a problem, why get 

mad? 
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All of Ngai’s affects are also gendered, their occurrence seeming more prominent and 

significant in some groups than in others. Envy is a feminine affect, paranoia a masculine 

one, and so on.240 What is so striking about this gendering of feeling with regards to Adler’s 

work is that both of her novels are markedly more concerned with “male” emotions than 

with “female” ones: Adler’s narrators are paranoid, anxious, and irritated, but they are hardly 

ever envious or shy. Claiming emotional distance is one way of gaining a sense of agency, 

but if one is to be emotional, emotions that are in themselves less immediate, with a “greater 

anticipatory character,” are preferable to those focused on “drive-objects” in one’s 

immediate vicinity. Paranoia requires the intellectual construction of an object, while anxiety 

is both “intimately aligned with the concept of futurity,” and imbued with a distancing 

“spatial dimension.”241 Anxiety is, to some extent, “the intellectual’s signature sensibility,” at 

some point in the past few centuries replacing the melancholy that used to distinguish the 

tortured male genius.242 

And Kate Ennis’ anxiety is palpable: making a comment at dinner which her hosts seem 

to disagree with, she goes home “sad […] and uneasy,” sure that she has ruined something; 

she is equally sure she needs “to be in bed, and sound asleep, before midnight” every New 

Year’s Eve, though she does not know why, and she feels obligated to have a meal with a 

murderer when invited because she does not want to think of herself as judgemental.243 Jen 

Fain is much the same, trusting herself neither in the air nor on horseback, and self-

identifying as “neurotic.”244 

Pitch Dark’s second of three chapters, also called “Pitch Dark,” is tonally rife with one 

particular ugly affect: paranoia. Though just as disjointed as the rest of the novel, several of 

the fragments in this chapter together form a linear story, in which Kate goes to an Irish 

castle owned by a friendly ambassador, hoping to rest up and recover from what has 

implicitly been a very stressful time in her life. Her vacation is far from restful, however—

she is constantly beset by an obscure unfriendliness and becomes suspicious of nearly every 

Irish person she meets. They all appear to be keeping things from her, sabotaging her 

attempts to rent a car, go for a walk, and visit friends of the ambassador. Among other 

things, she begins to worry that the household staff at the castle are deliberately planting 
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garbage outside of her room and putting cigarette butts in the fireplace, so that the 

ambassador, when he returns, will believe that she has been a careless houseguest.245  

Kate’s experiences in this part of Pitch Dark border on the Kafkaesque, featuring an array 

of enigmatic predicaments with no clear cause or solution, other than simply fleeing the 

country altogether. On her way out, stealing away under the cover of dark in her damaged 

rental car, Kate likens the castle she has been staying in to “Kafka’s castle”.246 The 

Kafkaesque produces anxiety through dissonance by dramatizing a “discrepancy between 

extreme unreality and extreme precision;” in Pitch Dark, Kate, a narrator aware enough of 

the absurdity of her predicament to intertextually reference Kafka, experiences that anxiety 

alongside the readers, who, less alienated than they might have been had the focal character 

simply accepted the absurdity around her, are likely to be amused at her confusion.247  

Paranoia is a kind of fear obviously dysphoric in its disposition; poised against “master 

narratives” about “a holistic and all-encompassing system.”248 Kate’s perception of the 

country in which she is travelling, and her impressions of the people she encounters there, 

are at odds with how these things are presented to her. Ngai also notes that paranoia is often 

ascribed a certain masculinity, its drive towards “systemization and theorizing” requiring a 

brave, confrontational intellect women have not always been considered capable of 

possessing.249 Kate’s paranoia could be read as a conscious departure from the powerlessness 

she feels as a woman. She experiences a general sense of unease, a diffuse threat from which 

she is too ignorant to protect herself, and so she intellectualises the issue, inventing a 

conspiracy, turning the issue from emotion to persecution. There are also more feminine, if 

less valorised, variants of paranoia in fiction, concerning the patriarchy itself as an unjust 

“all-encompassing system,” and while Kate’s paranoia does not exclusively concern 

patriarchy, she still rankles at a kind of condescension that reads as very gendered, which 

forms part of the system’s defence against her attempts to assert her own reality. 

The incident that produces the most dramatic paranoid response in Kate, ultimately 

driving her to flee the country, is a minor car accident. Kate hits a truck with her rental car 

and attempts to pay for the damage to the truck, but she has the matter taken out of her 

hands, the trucker recruiting a policeman to help him explain to her that they will deal with 

things. Kate is left terrified that the damage will be exaggerated, in order to force her, the 
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uninsured, ignorant foreigner, to pay an exorbitant amount, but she is unable to get through 

to the two men, who dismiss her concerns. As it turns out, the trucker and the policeman 

are conspiring, though not against Kate; with the help of an agent at her rental agency, they 

hope to swindle a large amount of money out of the rental agency’s insurance company, 

splitting the cash between them. Their conspiracy is a thoroughly masculine one, relying on 

the institution that is the police and consisting of three men who deem Kate totally 

irrelevant, the policeman simply repeating “It’s all right, ma’am,” over her objections.250 Like 

many of Kate’s other affective strategies, her paranoia assures her that she is more powerful 

than she might seem, capable of seeing through the lies she is faced with.  

Emotion and identity 

In Ireland, Kate’s paranoia seems to stem largely from the fact that she feels herself to be at 

the mercy of a system she does not understand, colluded against by an exclusionary 

conspiracy of countrymen. It is not difficult to draw parallels between this paranoia and 

Kate’s paranoia about Germans hiding in plain sight, mentioned in the first chapter of my 

analysis. Where there are Germans, or people who might be, but won’t admit they are 

Germans, the question of their potential complicity in the persecution of people like Kate’s 

parents always need to be raised. Kate’s parents were beset upon, and escaped, an oppressive 

state, a state in which they were othered and placed outside of a national community. Kate 

is, in Ireland, a foreigner, navigating an incomprehensibly hostile atmosphere where 

everyone else appears to know more about what is going on than she does. This discomfort 

with being at the mercy of unjust systems comes up again in a later fragment, also briefly 

discussed in a previous section, where Kate has her phone disconnected after refusing to 

pay a bill representatives of the phone company readily admit they should not have sent. 

There is no way for her to make sure that her phone does not get disconnected without 

paying two phone bills, and the person she speaks to at the phone company offers no help. 

Her reaction comes not only from feeling that she is being treated unfairly, but also from a 

sense of structural oppression, and she ends up comparing the mundane experience of bad 

customer service to the systemic injustices suffered by those who are Black, poor, or 

stateless.251 While this particular paranoia does not appear as prominently in Speedboat, it is 

worth mentioning that Jen’s description of the Austrian boyfriend of a college dormmate 

immediately notes that the man is “older than she by enough to have been a true Nazi in his 
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time”.252 Again, any person who might have once posed a threat to German Jews cannot be 

assumed to be unthreatening now. 

Kate carries in her handbag everything that is important to her—another hint at a 

paranoid disposition, and a behaviour that echoes that of refugees like her parents. On a 

similar note, Jen Fain’s parents are very careful throughout her childhood to keep “fresh, 

renewed passports” at hand.253 Fearing a break-in and constantly moving between a country 

and a city residence, Kate keeps on her person all “objects […] most loved and valued,” 

reasoning that this means that she will not lose them unless she herself is physically 

harmed.254 When she is inevitably robbed, the policemen who question her are incredulous, 

and Kate finds she has great difficulty making them understand her reasoning. When she 

mentions just having had dinner with a “radical lawyer,” their attitude towards her changes, 

as they appear to gain a new understanding of what kind of person Kate is, and she is left 

“wishing that [she] could unsay something.”255 Though she is uncomfortable with the 

policemen, Kate finds that the encounter more or less goes well, but she is again put off by 

a comment one of the officers makes as the two are leaving: “one of them said, Well, here 

we go, the Gestapo after those poor boys from the underclass.”256 Faced with unhelpful 

representatives of the state, in a country where, when Kate runs after the thieves who have 

taken everything she holds dear, nobody turns around, the reference to the Gestapo rings 

true. Like her forefathers, Kate protects with her own life what the carries in her handbag, 

and like them, she is let down by the system.  

In a later scene, Kate gets into an argument with a friend, another brief moment of 

emotion. Significantly, the episode is described as being about “friendship and my tantrum 

and how I both was and failed to be a citizen of my time,” and Kate’s strong desire not to 

be viewed as emotional seems, to some extent, to be the true cause of the conflict.257 The 

narration itself remains cool and collected, but it is clear that the conversation between Kate 

and the other woman, Diana, has become inflamed, “a stormy discussion”.258 The fragment 

implies that a rift between the two soon follows: “we were still at this point, friends,” we are 

told, indicating that the friendship is not to last much longer.259 The phrase about the 

friendship and the tantrum and being a citizen of one’s time is a recurring one, but it always 
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appears in relation to Diana. This is the last time it is repeated, as well as the last time Diana 

is mentioned, pointing to a culmination—an explanation, finally, of the phrase’s true 

meaning. 

The tantrum in question concerns the state of Israel, and a book which Diana’s husband 

is in the process of writing. This book will, according to Diana, reveal heretofore unknown 

facts about “collaboration between the Nazis and the early Zionists.”260 Kate’s stance is that 

there never was any such collaboration, and that the documents that Diana’s husband has 

unearthed would have been found long ago had they really existed. While there are records 

of agreements between the Nazis and certain Zionist organisations, which allowed for the 

immigration of some 60,000 German Jews to Palestine in the 1930s, enabling them to 

transfer their property, this was never kept a secret and is presumably not what the argument 

is about.261 Diana also criticises the lack of support given to Palestinian refugees by the UN, 

and her claims about the hardships suffered by the Palestinians are similarly refuted by 

Kate.262 

Like her close friend and fellow author Hannah Arendt, Adler had a complicated 

relationship with Zionism, and the argument mirrors Adler’s criticism of Arendt’s articles 

on the execution of Adolf Eichmann, where Arendt coined the term “banality of evil,” later 

expanding on her thoughts in Eichmann in Jerusalem. In a 2025 interview, Adler takes issue 

with Arendt’s more critical view of the early Zionists: “She stressed collaboration between 

Jewish leaders and the Nazis to the point that I just thought it’s going to be highly offensive, 

and also perhaps misleading in a way.”263 As Adler’s own writing on the subject makes clear, 

she had at the time a very romantic view of Israel. The state is presented in her “Letters 

From Israel” as a symbol of resistance against racism, an act of defiance in the name of all 

Jewish people, and reading Pitch Dark with that perspective in mind, Diana’s comments are 

from the very beginning of the argument inflammatory.264 Regardless of real-life historical 

fact, Kate is, in this fragment, cast in a defensive position, poised against what she views as 

unfair criticisms of the state of Israel. 

Noticing that Kate is getting upset, Diana backtracks somewhat: “Diana said, I should 

have perhaps studied the matter more deeply before I speak, because with your background, 
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your heritage, you would be sensitive to all the implications.”265 Kate is insistent that “it’s 

not a matter of background,” and that the facts, in this case, speak for themselves. Diana 

specifically implies that the cultural memory of the Holocaust is the cause of Kate’s 

defensiveness, managing, in the very same sentence, to engage in Holocaust denial, 

theorising that the actual number of Jewish people murdered was much smaller than what 

has been reported. While Kate’s knee-jerk defence of Israel may stem from a conflation of 

her own Jewish identity with Israel, she is extremely upset by the implication that her 

judgement is clouded, and that her objection to Diana’s husband’s book is based on anything 

but fact. In this passage, we see Kate’s Jewish identity being used against her, her friend 

trying to dismiss her opinions by reducing them to an emotional outburst brought on by 

Kate’s cultural trauma. Kate’s repeated assertions that she is only objecting because she does 

not believe that what Diana is saying can be true offer another explanation for her deliberate 

distancing of herself from her heritage, beyond her reverence for those who take on new 

names. To be reduced to her Jewish background is just another way of being cast as overly 

emotional, to be dismissed and rendered powerless in the face of unjust systems. In order 

to retain her agency, Kate needs to be convincing in her objectivity. 

Trust in institutions 

For all that Kate resents being made to feel insignificant by systemic injustice, both she and 

Jen Fain are quick to place their trust in institutions, and even quicker to condemn those 

who demand institutional changes. Kate’s argument with Diana places her outside of a 

normative group of intellectuals, who are ostensibly the ones allowed to decide what 

constitutes a valid argument and what can be dismissed as the tantrum of an over-emotional 

other, but Kate’s defence of her position notably consists mainly of appeals to authority. 

Diana thinks that the documents her husband has found may have been suppressed in the 

interest of US-Israeli relations, but Kate protests that this would be impossible to do when 

the documents concern “the most exhaustively, publicly, documented period.”266 Kate’s 

outburst is contextually referred to as an instance where she “both was and failed to be a 

citizen of [her] time.”267 If the failure is allowing herself to become upset enough to continue 

the discussion after it stops being comfortable, Kate’s success in being a “citizen of her time” 
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is either insisting upon the infallibility of public knowledge, or, if one is to read the label as 

a derogatory one, being just as pointlessly loud as her politically engaged peers. 

In Speedboat, students at the University of California at Santa Cruz are unable to 

meaningfully stage a strike, “since most things were permitted.”268 The protesters are 

depicted as obnoxious and ignorant, more interested in the aesthetics of resistance that in 

actual injustice; since the university professors do not take attendance for lectures, students 

that want to signal that they are on “strike” need “to attend a class, and wear a black, 

identifiably striker’s armband.”269 The novel exhibits a broad disregard for those too openly 

passionate in their political convictions: a school “run by Communists” descends into chaos 

after the pupils are left democratically in charge of their own education,  and “those stencil 

bohemians who live in the Village” are roundly mocked, dismissed as publicly “leftish” while 

cultivating “for their private lives a guru or an analyst”.270 These people project an air of 

political agency, but Adler’s descriptions of their efforts cast them as anything but effective. 

Jen does not credit activism with any real power; that power belongs exclusively to large 

institutions. Jen has “a regard for the law,” and sees a “radical intelligence in the moderate 

position”.271 

When Jen, in Speedboat, becomes stranded in Luxor, she remarks that she has “a tendency 

to get stuck in places.”272 It is an odd thing to say, both because the fragment ends with Jen 

escaping on the same flight she originally planned to take, never stuck for any meaningful 

length of time, and because she reacts to the situation with an unfamiliar panic. She is 

“frantic,” and is eventually let onto the plane despite its exceeded capacity because she begins 

crying “at the desk of an airport official.”273 Again, being confronted with a system which 

does not obey its own rules—she has booked a ticket, and paid for it, but there is no longer 

a place on the flight for her—Jen becomes uncharacteristically upset. Her extreme distress 

is not explained in any detail, but the reason for her trip is to document political unrest in 

Egypt, which is full of “loudspeakers and angry rallies in the street.” 274 She is at the heart of 

a country in turmoil. What is perhaps even more surprising than the hysteria itself is that 

crying, in this instance, grants her power. She gets exactly what she wants. But the power to 

change her fate is not her own; she is saved only because the airport takes pity on her. There 
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is no calculation behind her emotional display, only an “exhilaration” at having escaped “a 

few days” before the actual outbreak of war.275 

There is a clear disparity between Jen’s attitude towards the rallies she witnesses in Cairo 

and what she regards as an entirely aimless rebellion for the sake of rebellion in her own 

country. It is not that America has never victimised its own people, or that Jen’s forefathers 

have not themselves been victimised, but that Jen does not regard herself as living in a 

particularly political time. When fellow audience members “roar” at a play like No, No, 

Nanette, Jen believes it must be because “they want to be reckoned with.”276 The violent 

“march roar” (or “rally roar,” or “parade roar,” though not quite a “lynch roar”) is out of 

place at the theatre, but the people in the audience need to scream regardless of whether 

they have something to scream about.277 So do the activists in Santa Cruz. One particularly 

instructive fragment begins, “There are times when every act, no matter how private or 

unconscious, becomes political.”278 The 60s may have been such a time, but the main 

timeframe of Speedboat is implicitly placed in another category, a kind of era in which “no act 

– no campaign or tract, statement or rampage – has any political charge at all.”279 The people 

“most avid about politics” when there is no need to be simply do not understand which time 

they are living in.280 

In an anecdote set in the South, during the 1950s or 60s, Jen is compelled by a group of 

young men to drink to “the NLA,” not knowing what the acronym stands for. “The NLA” 

turns out to be “the Nigger Lynching Association,” a young Jen implicitly shocked to have 

been found toasting such a thing, and the “cleancut, friendly, slightly tipsy” young men 

immediately recognisable as racists.281 She does offer her readers some assurance, though: 

her “friends from those days have changed as much as the world has.”282 It seems that even 

the most inflammatory rhetoric is no longer political, and she states rather demonstratively 

that she and the young men “are still friends.” 283 And in an apolitical world, why should they 

not be? According to Bruce J. Schulman and Julian E. Zelizer, this reasoning is entirely in 

line with a historical paradigm that positioned the 70s as the calm after a great storm, the US 

“frozen between the 1960s and 1980s, waiting to find itself and reestablish a national 
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direction.”284 Schulman and Zelizer regard this broad dismissal of the 70s as a popular 

misconception, which overlooks a pivotal decade in American history. The decade saw a 

new kind of conservative mobilisation, the New Right becoming “the motive force driving 

American politics for the next three decades” towards a sharp rightward turn, the 

consequences of which are still felt today.285 

In both novels, the character-narrators express discomfort with the idea of being placed 

outside of the protection of the law, though that fear is significantly more prominent in Pitch 

Dark. In Speedboat, Jen is discomfited to find herself acting out of accordance with the rules 

of the society she exists in, realising as she tells her friend not to look in the bag of an 

unconscious girl sitting in his hallway or else “they’ll think it has something to do with” him, 

that this is “the first time [Jen] had ever used this sense of ‘they.’”286 The “they” she is talking 

about is simply emergency services, but Jen suddenly finds the idea of being at the mercy of 

this kind of authority threatening, the experience unfamiliar to her. In another scene, she 

calls the police on a “prowler” outside her building.287 In the presence of six police officers, 

Jen is offered help by a stranger, acting under the mistaken impression that she is in trouble 

with the police, “when, after all, it was I who called the police.”288 Jen subverts the man’s 

expectations by being aligned with the officers, rather than at their mercy, actualising a 

general sense of defiance that she seems to feel at being so law-abiding, so trusting, though 

she self-identifies as “a liberal”.289 To an extent, this resentment of any form of politics that 

is too “loud,” even as she expresses her distaste for both racism and misogyny, can be read 

as another form of emotional disengagement. Jen is not angry; therefore, she is not 

unreasonable, and her opinions cannot be dismissed out of hand. But there is another 

affective dimension to Jen’s devotion to the powers that be: the othering that she risks if she 

starts regarding authority figures as a “they”. Jen losing her previously firm grip on the 

narrative in the final chapter of Speedboat, just as she is losing both the financial security of 

employment and the sole privilege to exist in her own body, may also signal a shift in her 

view of herself as a low-maintenance citizen, but the consequences of these major changes 

in Jen’s life are left up in the air. 
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In Pitch Dark that fear is no longer hidden behind a superficial disregard for the political. 

It is by no means a more progressive novel, but it is one suffused with paranoia, narrated by 

a character aware that she is living in precarious times. Jen buys a rifle because she enjoys 

aiming at inanimate objects and shooting.290 Kate buys a gun out of paranoia, fearful of “the 

day when a call should go out from our side that guns are needed, and that anyone who has 

one should bring it”—she is shielding herself against the possibility that one day, “only our 

side will not have guns,” though she is not entirely sure what she means by “our side”.291 

The problem is that the gun itself, hidden unloaded in a closet, seems “to lie there, ticking.”292 

Her paranoia only increases; apparently, there is in this time a political us and them, and 

Kate’s clear conviction that the conflict between the two will end in violence stands in sharp 

contrast to Jen’s attitude towards her own weapon, which she keeps under the sofa, 

“gathering dust.”293 Kate is not new to a threatening, nebulous “they,” which could victimise 

her if given the chance; she is constantly at risk of being othered, and willing to do whatever 

it takes to avoid such a fate. However, that attitude does not make her a more effective 

political agent than Jen, and her engagement with politics is still limited by her strong belief 

in the establishment as the sole arbitrator of justice. She is less trusting of that establishment 

but unwilling to directly confront it. Kate also has her blind spots where structural 

oppression is concerned, sharing Jen’s belief in a less racially violent present: the sense of 

persecution she experiences when her phone gets cut off is like being “poor,” or “stateless,” 

but notably “what being black used to be like” (my emphasis), rather than what is like in the 

1970s.294 

Austerity politics 

Following the New York fiscal crisis of 1975, the city downsized many of its public services, 

entering, in the words of Kim Phillips-Fein, “an age of austerity”.295 In the sudden absence 

of the free public university and well-maintained municipal hospitals that sitting American 

president Gerald Ford had dismissed as “lavish, unnecessary extravagances,” unworthy of 

preservation at the cost of further spending, New York residents were encouraged to rely 

on a policy of individual financial responsibility to make it through.296 Vermeulen’s 
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conception of austerity lifts it out of the realm of strictly economic politics, where austerity 

is simply “the policy of cutting the state’s budget to promote growth,” bringing the moral 

and affective dimensions of the term into view. On an individual level, to be austere is to 

practice “self-limitation and self-control,” acting out of “a moralizing conviction that self-

inflicted ‘virtuous pain’ […] can redeem the state and its citizens from all too indulgent 

consumption and serve as ‘a source of moral strength and spiritual salvation’”.297 Speedboat is 

largely set in the lead-up to the fiscal crisis, Jen spending time with both City University of 

New York students and patients and staff at city hospitals, while Pitch Dark was written in 

its immediate aftermath. The narrators of these novels are in their manner austere to a fault, 

admiring those capable of self-limitation and admonishing the rest, trying their best to live 

up to their own standards. 

The negative attitude towards both emotional and verbal self-indulgence expressed in 

Adler’s novels adheres perfectly to the norms prescribed by austerity, but the same cannot 

be said for the actual spending habits of the narrating characters. Kate lives in two places, 

keeping both an apartment in New York and a house in the country, and she stays for short 

periods in any number of additional locations. The Ireland episode is an interesting one 

where money is concerned, because the purpose of Kate’s hasty exit from the country is 

ostensibly to avoid an unfair fine. Yet she leaves an expensive vacation early, where the only 

thing she is not paying for is her accommodation, and books several new plane tickets at the 

airport in order to confuse the imaginary agents in pursuit. As with the double phone bills, 

she is able to pay, but furious at the idea that she be forced to do something that she, if rules 

are to be observed, should not. Kate is not, in financial matters, austere: she spends with 

abandon, and when she finds an eviction notice on the door of her apartment, she notes 

that despite the eviction she really does not need any more money. It seems she has simply 

failed to pay for the apartment, specifically.298 Jen is equally concerned with fairness, refusing 

to tip a cab driver reading pornography at the wheel because it is her “option,” but giving a 

quarter found in another cab to its driver out of a “regard for the law,” feeling that the 

decision must be the right one after “noticing the cab driver was black”.299 Capitalism is 

presented as another institution that should, in its ideal form, be fair to all; the problem is 

not the system but those who keep it from running perfectly. On the topic of “capitalism 

and making money,” Jen asserts that she “would not think of dreaming against either.”300 
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As befits a character who “tags along,” Jen’s financial status is, until the end of Speedboat, 

fairly unclear, but she pays close attention to the money around her. She introduces other 

characters as “the wife of the Italian mineral water tycoon,” or “the young shipowner,” and 

carefully notes which of the named characters are “rich”.301 The wealthy are not idealised, 

their shallowness and materialism sometimes becoming the object of satire, but the ability 

to hold on to money is valorised in much the same terms as the ability to hold one’s 

tongue.302 Many residents of an island Jen visits have become wealthy after selling their 

beachfront properties to developers. These pieces of land have historically belonged to 

women, since they were considered less valuable than more stable “goat-farming interior 

lands,” meaning that it is the island’s women getting rich when the tourists begin to come.303 

Their prosperity is short-lived, though: “Within ten years, their sons and husbands had spent 

all the rest of the money, on cars, appliances, schemes to become richer still.”304 These men 

spend in part to earn more money, but their aspirations of wealth do not negate their lack 

of austerity; to be austere is not the same as being greedy, and the islanders’ lack of 

forethought reveals their unworthiness. 

 Jen’s values are those of her generation; she observes “[t]he camel […] passing, with 

great difficulty, through the eye of the needle.”305 Times are changing, and the biblical camel, 

who can famously go through the eye of a needle more easily than a rich man can enter 

heaven, is, “after almost two thousand years,” finally starting forward.306 The rich are more 

fortunate than ever, their prospects “enhanced,” but they are also less charitable.307 Austerity 

has become a prized virtue, often trumping politeness. Jen attends a party held to raise 

money for an unnamed, though “desperate and just,” cause, during which the hosts are 

unwilling to serve alcohol from known brands, their guests drinking cheap beer out of plastic 

cups.308 The guests are equally austere, donating “change,” “a crumpled dollar bill,” or “a 

cheque for four dollars and eighty-two cents”.309 Jen’s conclusion is that in her generation 

“nobody, as a matter of course, any longer tithes.”310 

The independence Jen enjoys for most of Speedboat, which is disrupted by the events of 

the final chapter, is dependent on her financial position; it is no coincidence that she loses 
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her job just before she discovers her unwanted pregnancy, her sudden lack of employment 

driving home the precarious economic situation she will face as an unmarried pregnant 

woman. Earlier, when in Venice with Aldo, Jen is upset not just at being taken for a pregnant 

woman but by the thought that the Italian women watching her believe she is “pregnant by 

a man who [does] not want to marry” her.311 She may spend the novel on the speedboats 

and island resorts of others, but she is also shown working a variety of strange jobs, 

indicating not only passivity but also a need for income, and these changes in her life render 

her future uncertain. 

This final chapter can, though its use of fragmentation, provide a number of clues as to 

the effect of Jen’s new precarity. Fittingly, for a novel so concerned with the political and 

economic dominance of the establishment, the chapter bears the imposing title “The 

Agency”.312 It concerns itself with war, international travel, and aging, but also with abortions 

and poverty. By jumping from fragment to fragment, Adler is able to juxtapose the revelation 

of Jen’s pregnancy with the story, only a few pages earlier, of a young doctor who, after 

secretly performing abortions for years, finds himself at a loss when the procedure suddenly 

becomes legal. He decides to keep going, not wanting to lose the extra income, and his 

clientele shifts from women “savvy” enough to find an illegal abortionist to those too 

afflicted with “ignorance, and perhaps shame” to obtain an abortion legally.313 The focus on 

the financial circumstances of both the doctor and his patients, and on the nature of these 

women more generally, speak volumes, without abortion ever being brought up as an 

alternative in Jen’s case. It is an option available to her, Jen mentioning in the abortion-

centred fragment that “these advances in terms of the reversible and irreversible” constitute 

one substantial difference between her “set and the last set and the next.” 314 

The stakes of financial austerity may be more material than those of affective or verbal 

variants, but these novels present each kind of self-limitation as virtuous. Those who are too 

emotional, who speak prematurely, those who spend unwisely, all embarrass themselves, 

losing an amount of respectability. Abortion is not necessarily an easy fix to Jen’s problem 

when it is in itself a fundamentally unrespectable act, at least in the eyes of society at large. 

To Kate, only unfair fees are a problem, because spending money on what she wants does 

not cost her anything she cannot afford, while paying double phone bills robs her of her 

sense of security, her assuredness that she will not be discriminated against. A younger Kate, 

 
311 Adler, 1976. p. 97. 
312 Ibid. p. 129. 
313 Ibid. p. 149. 
314 Ibid. p. 150. 



62 

much like the women getting abortions in Speedboat, is still uncomfortable with the thought 

of being caught in the Sanger Institute waiting room, because that would certainly cost her 

some part of her dignity. It seems that only men can afford to make these mistakes. They 

are almost always the ones speaking prematurely, and they are the ones gambling away the 

money of their wives and mothers. Vermeulen connects the conscious passivity of austere 

female characters to Sarah Sharma’s notion of “sexit,” which imputes men with the idea of 

walking away from situations that cannot be solved.315 Sharma is highly critical of this fantasy 

of simply “pulling out,” escaping “the pain of capitalism;” she views the sexit as “an exercise 

of patriarchal power, a privilege that occurs at the expense of cultivating and sustaining 

conditions of collective autonomy.”316 Jen does, at one point in Speedboat, fantasise about an 

exit, stating that “when you are truly stuck, when you have stood still in the same spot for 

too long, you throw a grenade in exactly the spot you were standing in, and jump, and pray,” 

but this is not an action to be taken lightly, and Jen cannot herself control its outcome; it 

would be a “last resort”.317 Austerity is a strategy for those without a clear exit in sight, a way 

of managing their own agency when the explosive exits they can imagine might just as easily 

take it from them as hand it back. 

Alienation and writing 

Jen’s “sanity,” however moral and profound, sometimes veers too far in the other direction: 

she avoids hysteria, but ends up exhibiting an almost eerie detachment from her 

surroundings. Reflecting on a violent accident in a building near her home, she can only 

muse that it seems impossible that “two people had been ‘slightly injured’ by ten tons of 

falling steel.”318  And yet this incident, which caused “an immense crash,” has clearly stirred 

emotions. A couple of affective markers have infiltrated this anecdote: “I am not always 

well” and “I often think of this [the crash]”.319 The whole fragment is about the impossibility 

of reacting to such things—another incident, in which an acquaintance was “hit by a flying 

suicide” prompts the reflection that “[s]ituations simply do not yield to the structures of the 

mind.”320 The fragment is preceded by one about a murder in Jen’s building, establishing 

that there is a great deal of violence all around her. She lives in a chaotic world, one in which 
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“[i]t is all weird.”321 In this context, her detachment acts as a form of defamiliarisation, an 

uncanny response to a situation bringing into focus the absurdity of the situation itself. 

These passages emphasise a sense of powerlessness that Jen experiences as inseparable 

from contemporary society. This is one of the primary effects of Ngai’s ugly feelings—they 

are consequences of inhibited agency, expressing both the frustration of individuals unable 

to find their own actions meaningful in a hyper-saturated modern world, and the reflexive 

frustration of artists whose art can only portray, but never negate, that inhibition. Jen traces 

the convoluted story of one of the Ku Klux Klan members convicted of the murder of civil 

rights activists James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner, who later helped 

the FBI stop a series of anti-Semitic bombings in exchange for an informer’s fee. The 

fragment’s focus is horrific acts of violence, perpetrated by virulent racists, ending with the 

non-sequitur, “I don’t know what it means. I am in this brownstone.”322 Jen’s relative 

insignificance, as the central character but by no means an active agent in this large tapestry 

of interwoven stories, is once again plain. She is not in Mississippi, and she does not know 

what to do with the knowledge that a man who may have murdered a group of young 

activists is still there, doing something almost heroic. Soon thereafter, the chapter ends, with 

the reflection that for all its apoliticality the time Jen is living in requires a great deal of 

stamina to endure: “When I think about what we are doing – in this brownstone, on this 

block, with the paper – the truth is probably that we are fighting for our lives.”323 

There are many scenes that reference extreme acts of violence, Jen seeming proud not 

just of her ability to stay objective where politics are concerned but also of not being easily 

shocked. She knows a man “with the most remarkable terrorist connections in the Middle 

East,” and about “nine spies.”324 Because Kate’s emotions are, in Pitch Dark, more apparent, 

because she does not hide her fear of the mysterious forces at work in her life, absurd scenes, 

like those set in Ireland, cast her as the voice of reason in an unreasonable situation. Both 

novels have protagonists forced to admit their own powerlessness, but while Kate expresses 

her discomfort with that powerlessness, Jen presents herself as another strange part of this 

strange world. She, too, suffers as a result of inhibited agency, but her refusal to react 

distances her from the reader; her rape becomes uncomfortable, rather than harrowing. Kate 

reacting with strong emotion, regardless of the strategies she uses to negate the effect of that 

emotion on her agency, makes her easier to empathise with.  
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When Kate admits that she is something of an alien, a person who is not “a part of life,” 

it exposes her vulnerability.325 She is not without friends (“though, for years, long ago, [she] 

may have been”) but still on some level “alone.”326 She is part of a group of people who 

“never quite joined the continuing procession, of life and birth, never quite found or made 

it to the road.”327 Her alienation comes in part from not being, as implied by “life and birth,” 

a permanent partner to someone, nor a mother to someone’s children. Kate’s alone-ness is 

not, however, solely a function of her lifestyle; rather, it seems that Kate’s existence outside 

of normative family structures is a consequence of something in her nature, which keeps her 

from getting too close. The affective stylings of Pitch Dark are less alienating than those of 

its predecessor, but Adler makes sure alienation remains a central theme. 

Jen, Kate, and their modern, metropolitan peers are not unique in being limited to their 

own perspectives, but the focus on miscommunication as an inescapable aspect of their 

world, as discussed in the previous chapter, further accentuates their isolation from one 

another, and that isolation does seem to affect them more profoundly than it does other 

people. In Speedboat, describing a party full of “bachelors and divorced fathers […] with their 

drinks and their girls,” Adler captures the dual drives to be close and separate: 

 

Some people, in a frenzy of antipathy and boredom, were drinking themselves into extreme 

approximations of longing to be together. Exchanging phone numbers, demanding to have lunch, 

proposing to share an apartment – the escalations of fellowship had the air of a terminal auction, a 

fierce adult version of slapjack, a bill-payer loan from a finance company, an attempt to buy with one 

grand convivial debt, to be paid in future, an exit from each other’s company that instant.328 

 

Travelling from place to place, working in industries where job security is rare, and living 

outside of the nuclear family are all isolating practices, and these people are all to some extent 

uncomfortable with that fact, but dependent on the independence it grants them. The party 

is contrasted by the one Jen attends in the fragment immediately preceding this one, during 

which she fails to meaningfully make conversation with a man at a private men’s club. In 

this far more traditional environment, Jen’s alone-ness is not shared with the people around 

her. When she asks whether women have ever objected to their exclusion from the club, she 

is told that the men’s “wives and colleagues have their own club,” in a “profound […] 
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misunderstanding” of what her question was about.329 As an interloper at this event, and in 

life, her first instinct is to question the motive behind the structures she sees in a new 

environment, while those settled in it can only take it for granted. 

The writer as perpetual outsider is nothing new, but Adler’s persistent refusal of empathy 

gives it another dimension. In their affective austerity, her narrators gain an air of what 

Deborah Nelson refers to as “toughness,” and in the repeated insistence in these novels of 

their narrators’ otherness, in their disengagement from conventional models of life, the 

importance of that toughness to their status as writers becomes apparent. In setting 

themselves apart (or perhaps they are already, inherently, apart, and this is simply how they 

choose to capitalise on it) they can alienate themselves from that which surrounds them, 

seeing it through the eyes of the stranger. Nelson’s toughness can be understood not just as 

a lack of empathy, but as a form of Verfremdung: “It paradoxically demanded a heightened 

sensitivity to reality, just not to other people’s emotions.”330 Jen losing her narrative agency 

just as she is compelled to join the “continuing procession,” making a life and thereby tying 

herself to a family structure with Jim, is further evidence that she needs her distance from 

the procession to see with writer’s eyes. It is not just her ability to write experimentally that 

suffers at the end of Speedboat, but her ability to write at all. 

I would also argue that Nelson’s “toughness” is not necessarily suggestive of an 

insensitivity to other people’s emotions. If anything, Adler’s narrators are hyper-aware of the 

emotions of those around them; what makes them “tough” is their shared contemptuous 

attitude for those emotions. This is especially the case in Speedboat, where empathy and 

political fervour are nearly always bad things. Jen is not indifferent, but a “ward heeler of the 

emotional life,” another position granted to her by her outsider status.331 Unlike other 

people, she has “no real interests,” simply taking on what is given to her by others.332 

“Toughness” informs what she chooses to do with those emotions, employing a strategy of 

affective withholding in her narration, denoting unfeelingness as a quality of the work rather 

than of her character. Viewing emotion from the same estranged perspective as the men’s 

club Jen visits, these novels can gesture at the strangeness of both the patriarchal exclusion 

of women from an otherwise unremarkable restaurant and the privileging of empathy as a 

normative ethical framework, inviting readers to contemplate other ways of confronting 

structural violence. 
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7. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have tried to examine the effect of a specific literary style, dividing my 

findings into three different (though often overlapping) chapters. Reflecting on the question 

of how the narrators are positioned in these novels, I have tried to read them first as 

extensions of the author herself, which allow her to construct a notion of authorship, then 

as lenses through which a fragmented modernity can (however unreliably) be viewed, and 

finally as affective agents, whose attitudes towards emotion signal a sense of artistic and 

political inhibition. Questions of agency have been especially central to my findings, many 

of the narrative strategies employed within these novels being read as either grasps at power 

or reflections on powerlessness in a time characterised by a sense of suspended agency. 

In both of her published novels, Adler grapples with the question of what a work of 

fiction, and by extension, what its author, can do. Faced with an increasingly saturated public 

sphere, where fiction and reality are not easily distinguished, Adler participates in an 

autofictional celebration of the power of narrative, attributing to fiction a unique ability to 

reflect reality, one that relies on false names to keep the author herself from upstaging her 

work. Narrative, whether it be in the form of a novel, a piece of personal correspondence, 

or an article in a newspaper, is a potent tool, and a vital part of that potency comes from the 

fact that, within a narrative work, an author can always choose whether to tell more or less; 

if necessary, she can even choose to lie. Fragmented forms and linguistic contrivances, while 

not themselves lies, do also to some extent obfuscate their subject matter. And like the 

constructed identities of Adler’s narrators, they gain through that obfuscation an ability to 

reflect subjective truths. If grand narratives are no longer to be trusted, any way of signalling 

stylistically that a work is subjective, that its language is not semiotic but expressionistic, that 

it may even be largely false, is a way of proclaiming that work a counternarrative. While the 

ability of fiction to tell difficult truths is central to Adler’s novels, they also acknowledge the 

broad impossibility of representation. Foregrounding the work that goes into making a 

narrative means acknowledging that narration as a construction; the signifier, or narration, 

is not the same as the signified, which cannot ever be done justice in writing. These novels 

are not meant to be experienced as a series of events, but as fictions. 

The subjectivity of Adler’s novels is further emphasised through their interactions with 

other narratives. Speedboat and Pitch Dark draw from, comment on, and confront any number 

of narrative works, including major works of literature, which are used to declare 

intertextuality a major part of Adler’s literary projects. These novels owe much to canonical 



67 

works and have a great deal to say about the types of people among whom referencing them 

is bound to be met with recognition. Pieces of literature are scoured for parts, which can be 

plucked out by Adler and turned into tools for her own use. Beyond their role as readers, 

Adler’s narrators also frequently receive pieces of self-narration from others. These can be 

intimate, humorous, or entirely arbitrary, and their sources are as varied as their content. 

When the narration of these stories is handed over to Jen Fain or Kate Ennis, who narrate 

Speedboat and Pitch Dark, respectively, they become something more than just personal 

narratives, transformed by the interference of another, highly subjective, voice. The effect 

of this appropriation is two-fold: the person who originally experienced an event loses 

control over how that event is relayed, but they gain a level of influence over the narratives 

of Adler’s novels, which demonstrate a striking awareness of the ways in which they are 

dictated by the world, and the narratives, around them. 

Of course, Adler’s narrators are not just the conduits for the experiences of others; for 

all of their passivity, they are characters in these stories, and their circumstances, their 

emotional lives, and their physical bodies are just as important to the novels as their shared 

abilitiy to write. In fact, that ability both relies upon a certain level of control over their lives 

and stands in direct contrast to forms of agency that are denied to them. Where stories about 

Jen and Kate as individuals often centre their frustration—especially when focused on their 

interactions with men—they gain a level of equilibrium through turning those experiences 

into fiction. In order to do that, though, they must have access to the material means to 

write and distribute their work, as is made visible by the emphasis on their work as 

journalists. They must also maintain a degree of independence in their personal lives. These 

novels portray a mutualistic relationship between personal and authorial agency, where the 

privilege of authorship, and the privileges that are in turn granted by authorship, are reserved 

for some, each novel confronting the idea that its narrator’s position as such a person is a 

precarious one. 

The affective gestures of these characters are read in this paper as integral parts of their 

respective strategies for maintaining agency. In the case of Pitch Dark, especially, the 

narrator’s paranoia and anxiety enable her to position herself as an intellectual subject, rather 

than simply a feeling one, able to use the fear she suffers when faced with enigmatic 

predicaments to construct an object onto which she can project her emotions, a vast 

conspiracy that justifies her paranoia. In Speedboat, Jen’s most obvious form of affective 

disengagement comes in the form of denying her emotions. Whereas her Pitch Dark 

counterpart is too consumed by her feelings to effectively displace them, beyond the 
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occasional foray into third-person narration, Jen presents herself as the least passionate of 

her peers, neurotic but otherwise unafflicted. In the scene describing her rape at the hands 

of a parter, the distance between the character narrating and the younger version of herself 

depicted in the fragment is repeatedly stated, creating what is perhaps the most striking 

dissonance between the flat, humorous narrative style and the violent disorder of the events 

depicted that can be found in either novel. Jen describes the distance between her time and 

what she views as more political ones similarly, most acts of political violence seeming to 

have lost their impact since the end of the 1960s. Contrastingly, Pitch Dark depicts a world 

in which the possibility of violence is imminent, which lends an immediacy to past atrocities, 

the memory of the Holocaust seeming to linger wherever Kate goes. 

Gender is a central part of all of these agencies: the affective, the narrative, and the 

material. In terms of affect, the narrators’ unwillingness to be viewed as emotional can be 

read as refusal to be dismissed; they grasp at “masculine” affects, when they are willing to 

exhibit any emotion whatsoever, and both characters are often confronted with the fact that 

their own and other women’s feelings are likely to be dismissed by society at large. Conscious 

that women’s narratives might similarly be disregarded, these are written to evoke a 

journalist’s sharp gaze and a lawyer’s rigorous language. Men, and the constraints of the 

nuclear family they might establish, are cast as threats to narrative freedom. Adler’s 

engagement with cultural narratives exposes further threats: that of other selfhoods that 

might drown out one’s own, and that of being acted upon by others, in ways that can only 

be reacted to, but never negated. 

My use of the term “austerity” has largely drawn on the work of Pieter Vermeulen and 

Deborah Nelson, who both position austerity as an affective stance. In Vermeulen 

specifically, that stance’s relationship to American political culture is made explicit, and its 

economic dimensions are connected to its emotional ones. What Vermeulen calls “affective 

austerity,” and what Nelson calls “toughness,” is read as a defining feature of Adler’s novels, 

and a vital strategy utilised by Adler’s narrators to signal their own respectability. 

Respectability is one of the many conditions to which these women’s status as authors are 

subject, and its maintenance relies on a careful curation of speech, emotion, and, when 

necessary, personal finances. Adler’s male characters are often contrastingly generous with 

these things, without necessarily losing their standing, while female examples of heedlessness 

are met with severe punishments in the form of embarrassment, unemployment, or even 

insanity. Beyond gender, the perceived cultural identity of a speaker can also be used to limit 

her, and Adler portrays her character-narrators as conflicted about the extent to which their 
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backgrounds as the children of Jewish refugees can be used to deny them the appearance of 

objectivity. Other characters are also subject to this nebulous estimation of respectability, 

judged either worthy or unworthy by both the narrators and society, with factors like 

nationality, economic status, Blackness, and, of course, gender, being taken into account 

along with austerity. 

An austere style of writing, which deprioritises and even dismisses the emotions of both 

narrating and secondary characters, is also a style that provokes in its treatment of empathy. 

Not allowing the focal characters to react emotionally denies readers the chance to 

empathetically identify with those characters, and framing the emotional outbursts of others 

unsympathetically means that the very style of these novels is unempathetic. They concern 

themselves with understanding and mediating other people’s feelings, but they do this 

without mirroring them, refusing to adopt empathy as an ethical mode. Like any expression 

of feeling, open displays of empathy are expensive, and the cost is much steeper for women. 

At the same time, women are consistently shown to be more capable of empathy, 

understanding the feelings of others even as they choose to keep them at a distance. For 

women, the pressure to empathise is a strong one, and the choice not to all the more 

provocative. It is a choice that gestures at the impossibility of empathy, framing it as another 

form of representation that, like the narrativisation of lived experience, is doomed to failure. 

The solution would seem to be looking beyond empathy, acknowledging that individual 

perspectives are limiting to a degree that identification with other individuals cannot nullify, 

towards ethical modes that do not rely so heavily on feeling. 

While not explicitly part of the questions posed at the beginning of this thesis, my findings 

rely on an awareness of the broader questions dominating cultural and political discourse at 

the time these novels were written. I would go so far as to say that an important result of 

this study is the extent to which Adler’s fiction engages with a literary scene that forces 

authors to take a stance either for or against austerity; to choose either the baring of emotion 

and trauma in writing or the withholding of them. The edification of autofiction as a mode 

with uniquely empowering capabilities also becomes far more interesting when understood 

as a comment on an emerging form, which did not yet have a commonly used name when 

Speedboat was published. Both of these novels came to during the drawn-out shift from the 

modern to the postmodern, as popular notions of selfhood, reality, and the novel form were 

becoming increasingly destabilised. Speedboat and Pitch Dark relish that instability, while 

confronting the fear and precarity that it generates. They problematise the privileging of 

empathy, but they do so without presenting any real alternatives to an ethical stance 



70 

dependent on individual subjectivity; a multiplicity of narrative is shown to be both potent 

and dangerous in its ability to drown out any one subject. There is no master narrative that 

works, no establishment that is not compromised, but Adler’s novels are intensely nostalgic 

for a time where a nice government seemed possible, even as they portray the past as fraught 

with political violence. Jen Fain and Kate Ennis want to believe, but they are repeatedly 

confronted with evidence of their vulnerability to an unjust system, their deliberate lack of 

engagement with that fact becoming another provocation. It seems one can throw a grenade 

to disrupt one’s own life, but there is no way to shake up the foundations. The safety these 

women seek in austerity protects only them, and only on the condition that they do not lose 

their footing, but it is the only strategy they can conceive of. 

Frustrating as they are, in their insistence on the futility of collective action, these novels 

constitute fascinating contributions to debates that rage on to this day. Stability seems less 

attainable than ever, a fact which has surely contributed to the dramatic rise of autofiction 

in the decades since Adler published her last novel. Writing today means confronting the 

myriad of other narratives that are in direct conflict with yours, and the ones that veer too 

closely to it; it means asserting the importance of the specific narrative you are trying to 

write, while acknowledging that there is very little a piece of writing can really do. If the 

power of the novel lies entirely in its ability to call attention to these problems, then Adler’s 

austere approach is an unusually abundant site for exploration. If there is more yet to be 

gleaned from self-reflexive fiction, if there is even so much as a hint of a way forward, then 

let this be a partial accounting of what, exactly, it is that needs to be confronted. 
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