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‘In this brilliant debut, Becca Rothfeld dismantles our assumptions about politics and culture, urging us to embrace restorative excess in place of a meagre (and mistaken, in her view) puritanical asceticism. All Things Are Too Small is a riveting book from one of our subtlest critics’ Meghan O’Rourke, author of The Invisible Kingdom


‘This is a radical and important book. Along with the brilliance of the prose and the range of consideration, there is the steady coherence of Becca Rothfeld’s argument: in these essays, she stages passionate duels between egalitarianism and distinction, abstinence and appetite, control and disproportion, and wins the battle, beautifully and eloquently, for the side of expansiveness and mess and desire. It’s a thrilling struggle, thrillingly prosecuted’ James Wood, author of Serious Noticing


‘It seemed at one time that the legendary New York intellectuals and the luminaries of Partisan Review were definitively matchless and could have no successors or replicas. Becca Rothfeld alone is refutation: she not only equals their prowess, she ventures beyond their boundaries into queries never before dared or dreamed. There is no aspect of contemporary civilization or literary engagement that eludes her eye and her voice – nor could Lionel Trilling have predicted so elastic a body of insights’ Cynthia Ozick, author of Antiquities


‘Becca Rothfeld, one of our finest critics, writes with the boldly sensuous lyricism of D.H. Lawrence and the pugnacious brilliance of Irving Howe. In All Things Are Too Small ideas sing, jostle, sweat and brawl. In no other writer is the life of the mind such a raucous, exhilarating joy’ Phil Klay, author of Redeployment


‘Becca Rothfeld has an unsparing wit, a crystalline style, and a berserk appetite; she is not only one of America’s most invariably interesting young cultural critics, but among our most generous and profound perverts. All Things Are Too Small is both a tribute to surplus and a seigneurial example of it – each essay here overspills its banks into the next, and the book sums to a rich, dazzling, and nonetheless precise entertainment’ Gideon Lewis-Kraus, author of A Sense of Direction
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All things


are too small


to hold me,


I am so vast


In the Infinite


I reach


for the Uncreated


I have


touched it,


it undoes me


wider than wide


Everything else


is too narrow


You know this well,


you who are also there


—Hadewijch of Brabant


(translation by Jane Hirshfield)
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All Things Are Too Small


“All things are too small,” begins a poem by the thirteenth-century Dutch mystic Hadewijch of Brabant. She goes on—“to hold me”—but she did not have to. All things are too small, not just to hold me, but to hold anything. Cups are too small, which is why they demand such relentless refilling. Bodies are too small to encompass more than a sole inhabitant, except in rare cases of mysticism or possession (or the more familiar but perhaps no less astounding case of pregnancy). Books can be big—most of the best ones are—yet even the most encyclopedic affairs are too small to encompass the whole of the world’s wild machinery. Moby-Dick can’t reach its arms around a whale—although Melville aims, as James Wood writes, to touch every last word. I once saw a man in a restaurant finish his pasta, order the same dish again, eat it, then order and finish it a third time. His was the sanest response to his predicament, but he wouldn’t have had to grasp at such exorbitance if any plate available were big enough.


Plates, cups, books, bodies, and all the rest are too small, not contingently, but constitutionally. There is no way around the sense, lodged hard in the throat, that the greatest human longings exceed any possible fulfillment. To want something with sufficient fervor is to want it beyond the possibility of ever getting enough of it. Is it this longing, phenomenologically keen enough to strike some of us as fact, that has led religious thinkers to posit the existence of eternity, the logic being that we seem to need it? Desire is as good a guide to truth as anything else, but until eternity arrives, we will have to find somewhere to fit our appetites. One way to proceed is to shrink them—first by making concessions to smallness, then by framing contraction as wisdom or virtue. This is the minimalist tack, and these days, it is on the rise. At every turn, we are inundated with exhortations to smallness: short sentences stitched into short books, professional declutterers who tell us to trash our possessions, meditation “practices” that promise to clear the mind of thought and other detritus, and nostalgic campaigns for sexual restraint. These adventures in parsimony each make their own particular mistakes, but they also share a central failing. There is nothing admirable in laboring to love a world as unlike heaven as possible. All things are too small, but some things are less small than others. Even if paucity is inevitable, we can still fight emptiness with fullness. Better to order the third plate of pasta. Better to graze each word once.


* * *


MATERIAL DEPRIVATION IS an especially stupid sort of smallness. It is unnecessary, for it can be ameliorated by commonsense political reforms, and it is especially abominable, for it is anathema to the excess in which humanity consists. As Marx writes in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, we are distinguished from animals insofar as our wants extend beyond our needs (whether this framing is fair to animals remains an open question): an animal “produces only under the dominion of immediate physical need,” but “man produces even when he is free from physical need and only truly produces in freedom therefrom.” By Marx’s lights, a full-fledged person lives not only in accordance with the imperative for survival but also “in accordance with the laws of beauty.” Early capitalism and its disciplinary concomitant, the then-nascent field of political economy, understood workers not as people, with a craving for vastness, but as animals, who aspire to nothing more ornate than subsistence. Marx lambastes his contemporaries for truncating the worker, regarding her as “a beast reduced to the strictest bodily needs.” He echoes his predecessor, the Romantic Friedrich Schiller, who lamented,




Art is a daughter of freedom, responding not to the demands of matter, but to the necessity in our minds. For the present, need prevails, and bends a sunken humanity to its tyrannical yoke. Utility is the great idol of the age, to which all powers are in thrall and all talent must pay homage. On this crude scale the spiritual virtues of art have no weight and, bereft of all encouragement, it disappears from the tumultuous market of our century.





We have not evolved greatly beyond these obstacles. Most of us still spend our days scheming to survive, and even those of us fortunate enough to cogitate or make art for a living are rarely at liberty to form things “in accordance with the laws of beauty.”


In concrete terms, material security frees us to devote ourselves to more than subsistence. Only when we have managed our daily acts of bodily housekeeping, only when the dishes are done and the bread is won, do we have time and energy for the improvidence of art—and only when we are assured of obtaining the means of survival can we create oddities that the market may not reward. In less sober terms, economic justice is a prerequisite for humanity because it is a prerequisite for the pursuit of superfluity. “Poetry makes nothing happen,” writes W. H. Auden. Instead, it “survives, / A way of happening, a mouth.” It cannot be eaten or worn, lived in or wielded as a cudgel (which hasn’t stopped opportunists from trying to convert it into propaganda, a purpose to which it is fabulously ill-suited). As Edna St. Vincent Millay writes of an equally useless good, love, it is “not meat nor drink / Nor slumber nor a roof against the rain; Nor yet a floating spar to men that sink / And rise and sink and rise and sink again.” Millay knows it would be more practical to trade the memory of love for food. Still, she concludes, “I do not think I would.”


I do not think I would, either, although I often worry that someday I may have to. The measure of a society’s stage of moral sophistication is how infrequently it requires us to trade gratuities like love and poetry for food. By this standard, our own form of life has not advanced very far.


* * *


ECONOMIC JUSTICE IS a prerequisite for excess, but it is not itself excessive. Indeed, most egalitarian economic models promise each citizen as much as she is owed and no more. Glut is regarded with suspicion, and the few surpluses that are permitted must be rigorously justified. In John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice, one of the classic works of egalitarian political philosophy (and perhaps my favorite), we are repeatedly reminded that the only inequalities of goods and privileges that we can countenance are those that benefit the least advantaged members of society. We can pay a neuroscientist more than a teacher only if doing so is in the interest of the most beleaguered demographic, understood roughly as the demographic with the smallest quantity of wealth and opportunity. What this boils down to, at least in my understanding, is that we probably cannot justify paying neuroscientists much more than teachers.


“The difference principle,” as this imperative is titled, may seem impossibly demanding. How could we ever hope to allocate everything in accordance with a metric so rigid? Must we esteem everyone to the same degree, or judge each artwork equally beautiful, unless conferring disproportionate accolades benefits the least advantaged? Luckily, in the ideal polity Rawls envisions, principles of economic justice apply only to public institutions. We are taxed with an eye to promoting equality, but we are allowed to love or loathe without reference to fairness. Proportion organizes the socioeconomic order, but emotion reigns supreme and anarchic in our private lives. Here, we are licensed to discriminate in both senses of the word, exercising aesthetic judgment so as to declare some works better than others, rejecting prospective friends and lovers for no good reason at all.


This distinction is at the core of Rawls’s theory, and it is what keeps his view from lapsing into inhumanity. Institutions can with perfect propriety be called upon to refrain from indulging their biases, but even the most uncompromising political egalitarian understands that nepotism is a requirement of the heart. In a world of absolute equality, there would be no place left for derangements of disproportion. That is, there would be no place for the enchantments of maximalism—for encyclopedic novels of exorbitant length, for stylistic effusions, for camp confectionery. And of course there would be no place for love, which is nothing more or less than favoritism par excellence.


* * *


UNFORTUNATELY, WE GET matters backward. The logic of justice, proper to the political and economic domain, has infused the whole of contemporary existence. While economic disparities remain fundamentally intact, we insist on equality in love and art, on order and proportion in our minds and houses. In Sally Rooney’s wildly successful novel Conversations with Friends, one character informs another that monogamy is suspect insofar as it requires that we prefer some people over others. On Twitter, where the currents of culture are distilled into their most poisonous forms, the “feminist wellness educator” Melissa A. Fabello went viral upon suggesting that we resort to a “template” when we are too busy to deal with our friends. The resulting script imagines that each of us is a bureaucrat tasked with denying petitioners special privileges, rather than a person for whom it is imperative to retain prejudices in favor of loved ones, love being at its root a species of prejudice. “Hey!” the template reads. “I’m so glad you reached out. I’m actually at capacity / helping someone else who’s in crisis / dealing with some personal stuff right now, and I don’t think I can hold appropriate space for you. Could we connect [later date or time] instead / Do you have someone else you could reach out to?”


In the arts, the misguided commitment to egalitarianism is most clearly crystallized in the commandment of the age, as articulated in a web comic that has since been snipped into a pithy catchphrase. In the first of the comic’s two panels—or at least, the first of the two panels that have been excerpted from a longer sequence, meme-ified, and circulated—a figure presses his finger against another figure’s mouth and says, “Shhh.” In the second panel, the silencer tells the silencee, who is evidently on the brink of saying something critical, “Let people enjoy things.” This image is reproduced, with varying degrees of venom, whenever someone criticizes a cultural artifact of widespread popularity. It is an instruction that conceals a threat: let people enjoy things—or else. When the film critic Marshall Fine wrote a negative review of The Dark Knight Rises, marring what had been a 100 percent Rotten Tomatoes rating, he received so many death threats that the website’s administrators were forced to disable the comments section. “Like This or Die,” a line from the critic George Trow, is the apt title of the critic Christian Lorentzen’s celebrated 2019 essay about the state of contemporary aesthetic appreciation.


In principle, the instruction to “let people enjoy things” (and even the more menacing instruction to “like this or die”) leaves open the possibility that the things in question may be terrible. Maybe acolytes of The Dark Knight Rises are willing to admit that it is a bad movie, and all they intend to request is that we allow them (as if anyone could forbid them, perhaps by irrupting into their living rooms and holding guns to their heads?) to take pleasure in it. There is certainly much to enjoy in films so aggressively bad that they are, if not beautiful, then at least perversely impressive—like the admirably incoherent cult classic Troll 2 (in which goblins, but no trolls, appear, and which has nothing whatsoever to do with the original Troll movie). But “let people enjoy things” is usually deployed to imply that all art objects are created equal and any suggestion to the contrary smacks of snobbery. As the author Danielle Binks writes in the Australian arts magazine Kill Your Darlings, to propose that the immensely profitable and popular genre of YA (young adult) literature is less sophisticated than its adult counterpart is to indulge in “elitist, literary snobbery.” The notion that adults are more mature and emotionally complex than teenagers is further snobbery, as Binks tediously concludes. Adolescents, adults, The Dark Knight Rises, Troll 2—who can say whether any of these are better or worse than any other?


* * *


WHAT IS THE point of all these unconvincing gestures at equality? Do toddlers become their parents’ equals when we deem them so? Do social differentials drop away when we agree to pretend that The Dark Knight Rises is on par with Cries and Whispers? Poetry makes nothing happen, but does letting people enjoy things have a higher success rate?


It may be that the urge to equalize in private life is compensatory, a product of the Left’s dispiriting failure to equalize resources and political power in the public sphere. “Having lost the economic battle to economic and political elites,” writes the essayist and critic Phil Christman, “we celebrate, again and again, our victory over the mostly imaginary cultural elite that would scorn us for watching 90 Day Fiancé. What you can’t accomplish in life, you repeatedly do in symbolism, until it becomes a neurosis.” The “democratization of culture” is a consolation prize, offered up in place of a political order in which people could exert meaningful control over the circumstances of their lives. It not only fails to make anything happen but actually confirms our impotence, our deep recognition that nothing is happening, at least when it comes to shifting a lopsided material distribution.


Or perhaps the mania for equalizing everything but wealth is the product of a conceptual error: the conflation of two distinct notions, equality of opportunity and equality of outcome. What should be equalized in the arts, and perhaps even in the romantic domain, is access: everybody should have a real chance to produce art (which requires both education and resources) and a real chance at becoming an object of erotic interest. No one should be excluded at the outset from these systems of rewards solely by accident of birth. But even if we were open to suitors of all races and classes, this certainly does not mean that we will (much less that we should) end up loving everyone, any more than equalizing access to aesthetic education means that everyone will go on to become great artists or critics. There are moral and aesthetic reasons enough to insist on equality of opportunity without an appeal to the imperative to let people enjoy Troll 2.


My book does not argue against egalitarianism in every incarnation, much less against redistributive efforts in the economic domain. Rather, it is an argument in favor of a careful interrogation of the proper limits of the egalitarian project—limits that keep attitudes proper to the political sphere from crossing over into the aesthetic and emotional realms. Economic justice would surely improve the quality of art, for all the reasons Marx and Schiller identified. Talented people would be less frequently stymied and have more opportunities to hone their gifts. Aesthetic culture as a whole would improve if audiences had the time and the education to cultivate their tastes. But if democratizing politics would go some way toward improving culture, the reverse does not hold: democratizing culture has gone no way toward improving politics. It has only left consequential inequalities intact, while depriving us of the extravagance that is our human due.


* * *


IN A WAY, interpersonal inequality is the point of economic equality. As Rawls writes in the first chapter of his opus, “Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of thought.” Justice (which, for Rawls, involves stringent egalitarianism) is a virtue of social institutions—meaning it is not a virtue of other sorts of things, just as truth is a virtue of systems of thought but certainly not of fictions. In particular, justice is not a virtue of romantic relationships, or aesthetic culture, or interior decor, none of which admit of equalization.


Another way to put this point is by way of analogy with liberalism, by which I do not mean the ideology associated with free-market economics, but rather the political philosophy according to which the state should remain neutral between different conceptions of the good life. A properly liberal government affords its citizens the means to realize their visions but does not foist any particular vision on them. The reason it refrains is not so people can emulate its neutrality, like so many liberal governments in miniature, but so they can go on to form communities in keeping with their own values. Just as the point of state neutrality is personal nonneutrality, the point of political egalitarianism is interpersonal disproportion. By fulfilling our basic needs, economic justice allows us to pass beyond exigency and into the more exciting territory of want, glut, and extravagance. Economic equality is a precondition of successful intimacy and successful artistry, but intimacy and artistry both yield hierarchy. We probably could not succeed in loving everyone or esteeming Troll 2, even if we tried our hardest, but more to the point, interpersonal and aesthetic egalitarianism would be wretched: the kind of creatures for whom love and art mean anything at all are the kind with biases and aversions.


The impersonality of the egalitarian perspective is precisely what Rawls seeks to dramatize in his notorious “original position” thought experiment, which asks us to imagine that we are designing a political order without any knowledge of our place in it. We are equals in the original position because we have been abstracted into sameness. Make no mistake: the thought experiment is a useful philosophical tool when it comes to constructing a political order that affords no unfair advantages to one sort of person over another. But it is not a device that we should export into the rest of our lives. The figures in the original position are proxies for anyone, and goods like love and art can only matter to someone in particular.


All things are too small for us because each of us can only be one paltry person at a time. Thus there is no end of things we are not: we are not a plate of pasta or a whale or every word in the English language or, most painfully, one another. “They are trying to become one creature, / and something will not have it,” writes one of those peddlers of futilities, a poet, about a couple in the throes of passion. That we cannot be one another, that we cannot be what we consume, that we cannot be the whole world and can never even ascend high enough to see all of it at once—all this is a source of disappointment, even torment, to anyone ravenous for living. Our smallness is a condition of our hungering: only someone who is not already everything reaches for more. The perspective of justice is the one from which political duties are discharged. But it is not a position from which we should choose whether to pursue, as much as we can, a heaven of surfeit on earth.
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More Is More


As the tidying guru Marie Kondo recounts in her bestseller, The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up, she initially struggled to shrink the size of her library. At first, she purged titles until only around a hundred remained, but soon, she found herself craving a more drastic reduction. “Realizing that what I really wanted to keep was not the book but certain information or specific words it contained,” she explains, “I decided that if I kept only what was necessary, I should be able to part with the rest.” “Sentences that inspired me” were what Kondo deemed necessary, so she decided to copy them into a special notebook before trashing the volumes from which they were sourced. Transcription soon proved too labor-intensive, and the doyenne of tidying alighted upon a more convenient method of distilling her books into their rudiments, namely, ripping out the relevant pages and assembling them into a dossier. In the end, she opted to relinquish the majority of her book collection altogether—but not before she had inadvertently prophesied the future of the novel. It was to become a folder of orphaned pages, a compendium of blurb-size missives not unlike a Twitter feed. In short, it was to dwindle into a constellation of fragments.


In many ways, such a book was destined to resemble the well-appointed rooms curated by Kondo and her imitators. The house that decluttering manuals invariably lionize—always a permutation on the same house, hotel-like in its immaculate impersonality—is sleek and geometric, with a palette of muted duns and grays. The contents are angular and unornamented, the furniture stark and skeletal. The pantry is a grid of exactly arranged containers, precise as a row of orthodontically perfected teeth. There are no crumbs on the counters, no personal effects on the coffee table, no socks crumpled on the bedroom floor. Evidence of habitation—and, in particular, evidence of the body, with its many leaky indecencies—has been eliminated. The declutterer dreams of a house without fucking or shitting, a house without breathing inhabitants.


The novel that Kondo inadvertently conjured into being is equally allergic to phlegm, fuss, and flourish: it is written in a spare and serviceable mode, a sort of IKEA-prose, the literary equivalent of mid-century modern (or at least, the literary equivalent of the movement’s commercial bastardization). Champions of tidying counsel their clients to discard everything extraneous, and the contemporary fragment novel hastens to comply. It eschews large casts of personalities in favor of lone protagonists, almost always female, with improbably attenuated lives. These disaffected heroines tend to live in major cities, but they are so alienated from their environs that they could be transported elsewhere without fanfare. Indeed, they have few reasons to remain in one place, much less one house or apartment, for a new locale could only ever be another incarnation of the same ubiquitous void.


If the protagonist of the fragment novel has adhered fanatically enough to the dictates of decluttering, she won’t even have anything to lug around with her in the event of a sudden departure: there will be no sofa to sell, no bed to disassemble, no books to haul from one location to the next. A life so shriveled weighs very little. When the time comes, it will prove easy to shed.


***


MOST PROFESSIONAL DECLUTTERERS insist that the central aim of minimizing is to induce us to live as if we were always on the verge of packing up and making a “fresh start.” Joshua Becker, the author of the blockbusters The More of Less (2016) and The Minimalist Home (2018), extols the so-called anywhereist, a woman who owns so little that she can stuff all her possessions into a suitcase and flit off to a new destination in a matter of hours. His dream represents a fantasy that recurs in almost all the popular treatises on cleaning and culling that have emerged in such great numbers in the last decade. Francine Jay, alias “Miss Minimalist,” anticipates Becker in The Joy of Less (2010), where she suggests that things “can be anchors” that “have the power to hold you in place.” Minimalism, in contrast, “makes you nimble,” allowing its practitioners to exchange one setting for the next on a whim.


The ultimate goal is to inhabit even permanent dwellings not only as if we were about to leave but also as if we have just arrived. We are exhorted to summon sunny memories of the first time we entered our houses or apartments, before they were adulterated with all our flotsam. Reflecting on her first moments in the apartment she and her husband would later cram with belongings, Miss Minimalist effuses, “How wonderful it felt to savor the space before a single box was unpacked! It was a beautiful blank canvas, empty and full of potential....We relished the thought of a clean slate.” In Goodbye, Things: The New Japanese Minimalism (2015), the popular Japanese declutterer Fumio Sasaki asks, “What if you started from scratch?” In the scenario he proceeds to describe, a person occupying a barren apartment deliberates at length before allowing one item, then the next, to cross its threshold.


But even a handful of carefully chosen possessions compromises a wholly inviolate blankness: soon, the start is no longer from scratch. By minimalist lights, decluttering is supposed to transform inhabitation into perpetual vacation—but vacation counts as such only so long as it remains vacant, or so cautions the unlikely etymologist Miss Minimalist, who reminds readers that “the word vacation, in fact, comes from the Latin vacare, meaning ‘to be empty.’” How, then, to keep the vacuum from filling? To keep time from concatenating into chronology? Sasaki, Becker, Jay, and their peers suggest that decluttering is not only the art of discarding—though vigorous discarding is of course required—but also and perhaps more fundamentally the art of prolonging the proverbial “clean slate,” of abolishing the past and all its accoutrements. In sections with titles like “But How Do I Let Go of Something Sentimental Without Feeling Guilty?” and “Try to Imagine What the Person Who Passed Away Would Have Wanted,” we are assured that, if we are to achieve the gleaming purity of ahistoricity, heirlooms and mementos must go.


The obligatory injunctions to relish “fresh starts,” “blank slates,” and all the other clichés of inauguration are supplemented with chipper pop-philosophical celebrations of renewal. As the writer Kyle Chayka notes, minimalism, the theoretical apparatus that often (though not always) underpins calls to decluttering, “instinctively tends to erase its own background, as if starting anew in each iteration.” In this, it resembles mid-century modern, the brand of interior design that predominates on the curated Instagrams of decluttering stars. Mid-century modern’s characteristic materials are synthetic, bearing few traces of their genesis: its hallmarks—fiberglass chairs, plastic tables—are “generally understood to have few historical references,” as the scholar Kristina Wilson laments in her sharp reappraisal.


The doctrine of decluttering goes further still: if our lives do not already lack historical references, we are commanded to destroy the few that obtrude. On her Netflix show, Tidying Up with Marie Kondo, the sage herself talks a newly bereaved woman into discarding her dead husband’s belongings. The moral of the episode is that the items we most desperately long to cling to are precisely the ones we must renounce. We can yank ourselves out of the mess and mayhem of the past and install ourselves in eternal immediacy only if we are willing to live in rooms without any contents. “Cheers to new beginnings!” croon the widow’s children in incongruously upbeat tones. Out go most of the material testaments to their father’s existence.


***


GIVEN DECLUTTERING’S INSISTENCE on its own novelty, we might be forgiven for imagining that the trend sprang up out of nowhere around 2007, when books like It’s All Too Much: An Easy Plan for Living a Richer Life with Less Stuff began to appear in droves. In fact, the craze had much earlier antecedents, but it achieved newfound ubiquity in America in the wake of the recession. When Organizing Isn’t Enough: SHED Your Stuff, Change Your Life appeared in 2008; it was followed by Clutter Busting: Letting Go of What’s Holding You Back in 2009 and The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide: How to Declutter, Organize, and Simplify Your Life in 2010. Then came the popular The Minimalists blog, created in 2010 by Joshua Fields Millburn and Ryan Nicodemus, who went on to coauthor a manifesto in 2011. The television show Hoarders, in its fourteenth season as of the time of writing, premiered in 2009.


These forays into the ritualization of reduction paved the way for a second wave, in which we are still drowning, inaugurated by the 2014 publication of Marie Kondo’s The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up. The subsequent success of the KonMari Method™—which consists, notoriously, of touching items to determine whether they “spark joy,” then summarily tossing anything that induces more complex emotions or, God forbid, thoughts—spawned an explosion of emulations and elaborations. Among them are Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less (2014); Clutter Free: Quick and Easy Steps to Simplifying Your Space (2015); Goodbye, Things: The New Japanese Minimalism (2015); Unstuffed: Decluttering Your Home, Mind & Soul (2016); The More of Less: Finding the Life You Want Under Everything You Own (2016); Simple Matters: Living with Less and Ending Up with More (2016); Decluttering at the Speed of Life: Winning Your Never-Ending Battle with Stuff (2018); Declutter: The Get-Real Guide to Creating Calm from Chaos (2018); Mindful Simplicity: Practical Strategies for Finding Harmony in Your Home, Work, and Life (2019); and The Minimalist Way: Minimalism Strategies to Declutter Your Life and Make Room for Joy (2019), to name only a few.


Despite their pretense of absolute modernity, the books that clutter the decluttering genre are continuations of a tradition that has always been central in America, with its penchant for simplicity of the straight-talking, no-nonsense, salt-of-the-earth variety. As the philosopher and essayist William H. Gass notes in his 1991 meditation on various “Simplicities,” “simplicity—severity even—plainness—are pioneer virtues,” or at least they have long been heralded as such in American mythology. Perhaps Marie Kondo’s books are many times more successful in her adoptive homeland than they are in her native Japan because Americans have always viewed frills and flounces with suspicion. Gass describes the United States as a place where, from the first, “the past had been abolished so that everyone could feel they were starting life as equals from a line of opportunity which was the same for all.” It comes as no surprise that absolute newness is converted into legend most shamelessly in depictions of the pilgrims, whose problems were not stylistic but practical. How to survive the winter? Whether to plant squash or corn? Across the Atlantic loomed the blandishments of the Baroque, but the Mayflower’s regurgitations were busy perfecting their homespun stolidity.


The moral fetishization of the paradigmatic American yokel is accompanied by the formal fetishization of his unembellished language. “Events were the chief ingredient in stories, and the main thing was not to dawdle but to offer up the verb and then get on with it. Ideas fuddled you far worse than alcohol,” Gass mocks. Good American sentences should “fly to the mark, deposit their message, and disappear, as if a pigeon were to become its poop, so, when any one of us looked up to complain because our shoulder had been stained, there’d be no bird there.” The evangelists of simplicity, who “shave with Occam’s razor,” are still in the business of reducing prolixity and periphrasis to shit.


By the early 1980s, the next generation of Occam’s barbers had been equipped with a new vocabulary. The author and speaker Duane Elgin, a proponent of so-called voluntary simplicity, was one of the first to pave the path that stretched toward decluttering in particular. We may feel impotent when we are faced with global catastrophes and world-historical tragedies, Elgin concedes in his best-selling Voluntary Simplicity: Toward a Way of Life That Is Outwardly Simple, Inwardly Rich, initially published in 1981 and subsequently revised and reprinted. “We hear much about the individual being alienated, helpless, and powerless to make a difference in the face of massive institutions and massive forces,” he begins. Fortunately, his book “is premised on a different perspective—that the manner in which we live our ordinary lives does make a difference. Far from being helpless, we, as individuals working in cooperation with one another, are the only source of vitality that can breathe new life into our faltering civilizations.” To achieve a Life That Is Inwardly Rich, we must jettison most of our possessions and abridge most of our appetites, all without making any attempt at modifying the conditions that keep our circumstances so Outwardly Simple.


In the mid-eighties and nineties, when several upscale furniture companies began to capitalize on a revival of mid-century modern, Elgin’s rationalization of renunciation was put to profitable use. The first American branch of IKEA opened outside Philadelphia in 1985. “What recession?” a 1991 advertisement quipped. Yet the company’s understated offerings made a canny if tacit concession to the 1990 downturn: whatever meaning painfully plain chairs and tables had for buyers back in Scandinavia and Western Europe, where they had long been staples, to Americans they promised the consolations of consumption without the unseemly appearance of opulence. Like a living space designed to look uninhabited, IKEA’s wares were indulgences designed to resemble privations. Tellingly, the mania for decluttering arose alongside yet another occasion to talk ourselves into enjoying what we have no choice but to endure: a recession.


***


BY NOW, “DECLUTTERING” has been supplemented by a welter of auxiliary terminology. We have already been treated to the joy of less, the more of less, and the power of less, and no doubt less has even more to offer; there are also encomiums to “minimalism,” “essentialism,” “tidying,” “unstuffing,” and “simplifying.” The various ingredients simmering in this stew of sparsities are not always taken to complement each other. Many self-professed minimalists rather grandiosely assert that they are not advocates of mere organization so much as proponents of an entirely new relationship to possession.


Still, superficial differences notwithstanding, decluttering guides tend to conform to a convergent formula. They all stress that their ambitions are spiritual: the payoff is nothing so prosaic as a clean house, to be photographed and posted on Facebook. Instead, what they peddle is enlightenment, wholesale rejuvenation, and the re-enchantment of the world, though the mechanism by which tossing old T-shirts is supposed to effect rebirth remains hazy. As Joshua Becker writes in The More of Less, decluttering is “not just about owning less stuff. It’s about living a bigger life!” Erica Layne, the author of The Minimalist Way, concurs in suspiciously rhyming language: “It’s not just about our stuff—it’s a way of life.” Sasaki, too, emphasizes that “living as a minimalist with the bare essentials has not only provided superficial benefits like the pleasure of a tidy room or the simple ease of cleaning, it has also led to a more fundamental shift. It’s given me a chance to think about what it really means to be happy.”


Because the aim of decluttering is the refinement of existence as a whole, there is nothing that does not fall within its purview. Everything is fodder: your mind should be denuded of ideas and worries (“a cluttered room usually leads to a cluttered mind”), your schedule should be stripped of gratuitous engagements (“there’s a saying that we only truly need three close friends or colleagues”), and your heart should be cleansed of undue ardors (“your course taught me to see what I really need and what I don’t. So I got a divorce”). Even the body must be minimized. Sasaki devotes an entire section to proving that “Minimalists Are Slim,” and Kondo alleges that many of her clients dropped several sizes in the course of completing her program. At one point, she likens an overfull drawer to a “hamburger” oozing with condiments. “Decluttering is like dieting,” Miss Minimalist observes. In books like Lose the Clutter, Lose the Weight: The Six-Week Total-Life Slim Down, the supposed connection between cleaning and fasting is even more overtly exploited.


Declutterers’ books, it turns out, are every bit as insubstantial as their slender clients. All the staples are short and snappy: though they are padded with cute visualizations and printed in big, bubbly fonts, they are rarely much longer than two hundred pages, and all of them can be read (or, perhaps more aptly, gazed at) in a matter of hours. In place of full paragraphs and complete sentences, they tend to opt for sidebars, acrostics, and diagrams. Kernels of advice are surgically extracted from the usual flab of prose. Language is a vehicle for the transfer of information, never a source of pleasure in its own right. To enjoy the sound or look of a word would be to delight, illicitly, in something needless, something exorbitant. Hence the declutterer’s penchant for lists and bullet points, for sentences compressed into their cores: “You Know You Are an Obsessive Organizer When...,” “12 Ways I’ve Changed Since I Said Goodbye to My Things,” “15 Tips for the Next Stage of Your Minimalist Journey.” Visually, the results are reminiscent of an iPhone, with apps sequestered into adjacent squares. Each page in The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up does its best impression of a screen.


If the declutterer’s favorite formal contrivance is the list, her literary device of choice is the thought experiment, specifically the liberal invocation of a state of nature. “When you think about it, there isn’t a single person who was born into this world holding some material possession in their hands,” reflects Sasaki. He goes on to explain that, as adults, we can and should imagine ourselves back into our original penury: “Ask yourself which of your items would truly be necessary if you were to start with zero belongings. What if everything you owned was stolen? What if you had to move next week? Which items would you take with you?”


Sasaki is not the only one to lust after catastrophe. A dystopian natural disaster strikes many celebrity declutterers as a perversely appealing prospect because it would force us to evacuate, abandoning the preponderance of our possessions. In book after book, simplifiers, essentialists, and unstuffers alike savor the thought of societal collapse, of cleansing floods and purifying fires. In The Joy of Less, Miss Minimalist writes, “Have you ever read a book on survival techniques? It’s quite illuminating how little we actually need to keep ourselves alive.” Later, she recommends minimalism as a way of easing “the pain when things are taken from us by other means (such as theft, flood, fire, or a collection agency).” Her colleague Erica Layne writes with a tinge of envy about a woman who survived Hurricane Irma: “As she sat precariously in a kayak with her husband, their 5-year-old son, and one small plastic bag of their belongings, she felt a sense of peace.”


The principle that would apparently govern our choices in a survivalist situation—the principle into which most decluttering bibles could be compressed by an appropriately ruthless minimalist—is that of distinguishing between wants and needs. Wants satisfy desires, but needs satisfy requirements. When the floodwaters rise and the zombies are loosed, you will grab food and water and lifesaving medicine but not paintings or novels or creased love letters from the archives. So predicts the minimalist, who repeats the needs-not-wants credo nearly verbatim, as if it were a mantra, in book after book. “Differentiate between things you want and things you need,” urges Sasaki. “Can I get even more honest with myself about the difference between a want and a need?” asks Layne. “We have too quickly confused needs with wants,” scolds Becker. Kondo’s official position is that we should keep whatever sparks joy, but she, too, slips into the rhetoric of need on more than a few occasions. As a teenage tidying prodigy, she kept all her things in storage units until she was graced with a revelation: “I didn’t need most of the things that were in them!” Her program is indispensable, she brags, because it will help you “see quite clearly what you need in life and what you don’t.” In the grand tradition of voluntary simplicity, the project of differentiating between wants and needs turns out to take on outsize moral and political dimensions. “How can we guarantee that there’s enough food, water, land, and energy to go around?” asks Jay. “By not using any more of it than we need”—as if stuffing the local landfill is sufficient to effect widespread egalitarian overhaul.


But the real point of decluttering has never been the redistribution of resources to everyone: it has always been the enhancement of our personal liberties. The problem with ownership, laments just about every declutterer-cum-philosopher with a platform, is that what we own ends up owning us. “Excess possessions have the power to enslave us physically, psychologically, and financially,” writes Becker in a representative passage. Luckily, “every time we remove an unnecessary item, we gain back a little freedom.” The freedom we gain is measured in units of control. Dana K. White, the author of Decluttering at the Speed of Life, defines “clutter” as “anything I can’t keep under control.” Sasaki extends this notion further. “Back in my preminimalist days,” he recalls,




I was full of excuses. I couldn’t get up in the morning because I’d been working late. I’m fat because it’s in my genes. I could get right down to work if I had a better living environment. There’s no room to put anything away in my home, though, so how can I help it if it happens to be a mess? I only rent it—it isn’t like I own it—so what’s the use in trying to clean it up? Of course I’d keep it clean if it were a spacious home that I actually owned, but with my limited salary I can’t move to a bigger place.





After he converted to minimalism, however, he realized that everything he had blamed on his environment was in fact his fault. Removing mess was a way of removing his impotence, one excuse at a time. At last he could succeed, simply by willing it.


“Simplicity,” remarks Gass, “carries at its core a defensive neatness that despairs of bringing the wild world to heel and settles instead on taming a few things by placing them in an elemental system where the rules say they shall stay.” The decluttered abode is a preview of a domesticated reality, artificially fortified against the specter of the unexpected. A thought experiment posits a domain completely within the jurisdiction of its architect, and decluttering is an attempt to remake physical space in the pristine image of an economic model or a philosophical idealization. Here, absolute predictability prevails. There is no chance of stumbling over a misplaced object. The socks are balled up in the drawer; the books (if we keep any) are color coded on the shelves; everything upsetting or unsettling has been abolished, until a decluttered room maps so exactly onto the terrain of our own minds that it is like solipsism spatialized. We encounter nothing but ourselves—and ourselves, and ourselves—over and over again.


***


RECENT FRAGMENT NOVELS are another place where the self reigns supreme, for practically everything else has been excised from them: there is only the thin, warbling voice of a placeless, hungerless narrator with few acquaintances and even fewer cravings. Here, the declutterer’s dream of a simplified life has been fantastically realized, not only by characters who have discarded all their attachments but also by authors who have dispensed with the contrivances of plot.


Of course, a fragment novel qualifies as a novel precisely because it is more holistic than a story cycle, such as Bruno Schulz’s The Cinnamon Shops and Other Stories, or a compendium of accidental amputations, such as the surviving snatches of Pindar’s odes. But the fragment novel is not distinguished from more conventional fictions primarily by the length of its components, for fragmentation is at least as much a question of connective logic as it is of size. Despite their frequent allusions to Wittgenstein, fragment novels differ from the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus in their refusal to place their contents in the sort of formalized relations that link premises and conclusions in philosophical argument. Nor do they resemble novels that are constructed according to clear but nonchronological logics, such as Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch (ordered by means of numbered chapters that can be read sequentially or in an alternative, nonsequential order) and Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (ordered according to the behavior of a fictional reader who sets out to finish a book). The distinctively contemporary novel’s success hinges on its reticence about its organizing principles: its claim to profundity is grounded in its suggestive elisions. “What is a drift?” writes Kate Zambreno in Drifts (2020), her novel or not-quite-novel (“the publishing people told me that I was writing a novel, but I was unsure”) in fragments. “Perhaps a drift is a sort of form,” she concludes inconclusively.


A drift is indeed a form—what else could it be?—and moreover, a form so pervasive that even novels that do not explicitly opt into it cannot escape its influence. The unnamed narrator of Lauren Oyler’s Fake Accounts (2021) scorns fragmentation but nonetheless succumbs to it, parodying fragment novels by imitating them for many pages. Even chapters in ostensibly unfragmented books—Sheila Heti’s Motherhood, Jenny Erpenbeck’s The End of Days—are waning into ever smaller pieces. Still, there is a core contingent of books whose sections are entirely winnowed—books that are unambiguously and centrally of the relevant school, among them Drifts and Jenny Offill’s two recent successes, Dept. of Speculation (2014) and Weather (2020). More ambiguous members of the club include Valeria Luiselli’s clever Faces in the Crowd (2011); Jade Sharma’s Problems (2016), which deviates delightfully from the usual model and is therefore the best of the lot; Patricia Lockwood’s touching No One Is Talking About This (2021); and Maggie Nelson’s The Argonauts (2016), in some respects the genre’s urtext and touchstone, though it is not a novel but a memoir, in this context a distinction without much of a difference, for the books in the fragment cohort seem to take more of their cues from autobiography and criticism than from fiction. They are often quasi-memoirist and almost always essayistic. The result is that, because their authors all belong to similar demographics, their narrators are all alike. They are all writers (Drifts, Dept. of Speculation, Problems, No One Is Talking About This), academics (The Argonauts, Drifts, Weather), academics-cum-writers (The Argonauts, Drifts), or translators (Faces in the Crowd), and they are all women (Drifts, Dept. of Speculation, Weather, Faces in the Crowd, Problems, No One Is Talking About This, The Argonauts).


As Jess Bergman argues in a penetrating essay in the Baffler, a number of recent books that treat millennial female alienation form a canon parallel to that of the fragment novel. The young, unanchored protagonist of the novels in question




works in an office. Her job is tedious: data entry, or coordinating the logistics for meaningless products, or proofreading niche trade publications with improbable names. She has no friends or resents the one she has. Her boyfriend is distant. Perhaps he’s not even her boyfriend anymore, but still, she thinks of him often. She rarely eats.





In Bergman’s view, novels featuring variants of this woman include Alexandra Kleeman’s You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine, Catherine Lacey’s The Answers, Ottessa Moshfegh’s My Year of Rest and Relaxation, Ling Ma’s Severance, and Halle Butler’s The New Me. Some of these books “replicate the sensations of apathy and tedium they seek to describe”; others, such as Severance and You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine, satirize contemporary reality so ingeniously that they end by presenting (and even realizing) alternatives to it. Still, there is no question that the archetypal protagonist of these books “feels that she is experiencing the world ‘as only someone who did not exist in it could,’” as Kleeman’s narrator puts it. Bergman is right to notice that “nonexistence is threaded throughout” this body of fictions, albeit sometimes to rich effect.


More commonly, however, the drive toward nothingness is deadening. Millie, the resident alienated woman in The New Me, a book with sections slightly longer than fragments but significantly shorter than conventional chapters, leads a life that is one long string of negations: she loses her boyfriend, she loses the last quasi-friend who can tolerate her, and she loses one job after another in the course of her demoralizing work as a temp. “Every decision I make is a no...every act is essentially a no,” she laments. In the unfriendly office where she is placed when the book begins, she shreds documents and thinks, “I say almost nothing, almost all the time.” Later, when she deliberates about whether to accept a permanent position, she realizes, “I only ever had brief and fleeting ideas for things I wanted to do, but mostly I felt completely overwhelmed by possibilities, and then just went down the list saying no, no, no, not that, not that.”


“No, no, no, not that, not that” may well be Millie’s refrain. She is always cleaning her apartment in small, obsessive bursts and always consigning bundles of old clothing to the bin. “I go to my closet, pick a few sweaters, and throw them in the trash,” she reports. Later, she does the same thing again:




I take a trash bag into my bedroom and go through my clothes: too small, hole, out of fashion, too bold, too ratty. It fills, and I put it in the hallway outside my apartment and go back to my bedroom with a new bag.


I throw away a pair of brown loafers with holes in the bottoms, almost completely crystallized with sidewalk salt—last year’s winter boots. I still have my cross-country shoes from high school, fifteen years old but lightly worn. I hold them and close my eyes, visualizing their value in terms of use and pleasure. They go in the bag.





The unwieldy appurtenances of personhood are the final casualties. Half-jokingly but mostly seriously, Millie tells her mother that “the self is an illusion and completely false.” She is so thoroughly decluttered that she has done away with all her commitments and finally even her personhood. “I think about how I spend my time. Where my interests lie,” she reflects. “The questions come naturally, as if supplied by the ether, and the answer sits in my empty skull: nothing. Nothing, nothing, nothing.” She has emotions, of a sort, but they are largely muffled, as if she is straining to hear their faint wail through a thick wall. Even when she cries, she feels she is “faking it, half of me still unmoved.”


The protagonists of Drifts, Dept. of Speculation, and Weather are similarly muted. Like Millie, they are uneasy inhabitants of themselves and unsure of their own sentiments. In Dept. of Speculation, the unnamed narrator sometimes goes so far as to refer to herself dissociatively in the third person as “the wife,” while in Drifts, another unnamed narrator informs us, “I look at babies and know I’m supposed to want one.” What she actually wants, she does not say; most likely, she does not know.


The narrators of the three seminal entries in the fragment canon are united not only by blunted affect but also by their circumstances. They are all married yet isolated, even from their spouses. Although their native fictions contain revolving choruses of characters—regulars at restaurants, prying neighbors, relatives who appear every so often to nag—they are at heart documents of isolation. “We’re living like astronauts,” says the husband in Dept. of Speculation. What he means most immediately is that the couple has been forced into quarantine while they rid their apartment of bedbugs, but his remark may as well apply to a life that has become increasingly hermetic as friends have withered into acquaintances. Though the wife and the husband live in oppressively close proximity to each other, they grow more and more estranged, until at last the husband begins an extramarital affair. Not insignificantly, the wife’s research for the book she is ghostwriting involves a foray into “isolation studies”: “Those living in close quarters often erupt into hostility,” she learns. The narrator of Drifts is in a similar predicament: she talks to her friends almost exclusively via email, meeting them in person only rarely. But she also communicates with her husband, with whom she lives, through a digital buffer. “I complain to John all day over chat,” she grumbles. “How empty it feels in this city.”


“This city” is New York, where the protagonists of fragment novels tend to live, and about which they are ambivalent. Not one of them leaves, but all of them fantasize incessantly about leaving—about clean slates and fresh starts and, in particular, houses in the country. The narrator of Drifts eventually rents a cabin, where her husband remarks, “I feel close to something here. Perhaps to nothing, that’s what I’m closer to.” The wife in Dept. of Speculation is less successful: though at one point she is “spending a lot of time online trying to buy a deserted ramshackle bungalow colony,” her husband is skeptical, and she abandons the plan. Lizzie, the protagonist of Weather, slowly devolves into a “prepper,” a paranoiac obsessed by the prospect of looming climate disaster. She amasses survival tips while her boss and mentor, Sylvia, schemes to buy a “trailer in the darkest place in America...hours and hours from the nearest city.”


All of these women have so much time to brood and bristle because not one of them is fulfilled, or even engaged, by her job. Lizzie is a failed academic turned librarian, a position for which she is not, strictly speaking, qualified, while the protagonists of both Drifts and Dept. of Speculation are at work on novels they are struggling to finish, possibly the novels or not-quite-novels that we are reading. Both teach sad students at nearby universities; both are routinely harangued by superiors about when they will complete the books they are failing, in writing, to write; both are chronically distracted, if not by the myriad diversions offered by the internet then by any available alibi.


Accordingly, their aspiration is to streamline, to simplify, to braid their diverging worries and preoccupations into a tight rope of focus. Zambreno’s narrator is desperate “to live a regimented day, an almost ascetic life....How ritualistic, almost superstitious, I try to become—two hours in the morning of no email, no self-googling, exercise, prepare lunch, two more hours in the afternoon....I like having my days structured for me.” Order is what she yearns for; when she and her husband are “looking for new spaces,” as they always seem to be doing, “what [they] are really looking for is retreat, clarity, to escape [their] internal chaos.” The narrator attends yoga class in the hope that she will “be able to meditate on nothingness, to penetrate the day, to reset”—to exist, like the declutterer, in a state of endless beginning. Self-improvement regimens, undertaken with an eye to emptying the self of despairs and neuroses, are common in the world of the fragment novel: Lizzie also endeavors to meditate, and the wife also practices yoga.


Ostensibly, these three women are so desperate for calm precisely because none of them can achieve it. But in fact all their anti-narratives are soothingly tractable, made up of sentences so short that they are often left to complete themselves. In Drifts, Zambreno writes wistfully of “the partial ways we keep in touch. The way we retreat and withdraw.” Which way, exactly, is this? In Dept. of Speculation, the wife and the husband sit in the hospital, listening to their unborn baby’s heartbeat. “The way he looked at her when they heard it,” Offill’s narrator coos. In what way, exactly, did he look at her? Later, the wife meets the husband’s mistress and writes of the encounter, “How she feels something she’s never felt before surge through her body.” What, exactly, is this mysterious surging emotion? But then, why clarify when it is so much more efficient to nod at clarification? In Dept. of Speculation, the wife writes about writing about confronting the other woman, rather than writing about confronting the other woman: “She would not have let one of her students write the scene this way....She would ask for more details of the girl’s appearance.” We want to know what the girl looks like, but all we need, apparently, is to learn that she looks like something, never mind precisely what.


Many declutterers advise their clients to photograph items it is painful to relinquish—to substitute image for object—and the fragment novel follows their lead, replacing explanation with intimation and description with its trappings. It is often written, for instance, in a nostalgic past tense that relies heavily on “I would” formulations. “I would lie awake next to you at night,” the narrator remembers in Dept. of Speculation; “I would make lists of all the trash that surrounded the sidewalk,” recalls the narrator of Drifts. Why go to the trouble of actually enacting repetitions—repeatedly describing someone lying next to someone else at night, repeatedly taking note of the trash on the sidewalk—when it is faster and cleaner to summarize? Why finish sentences when you can wave at their conclusions?


Gass complained about the effects of the American penchant for simplicity on the country’s writing, so often reduced to the meat and potatoes of straightforward storytelling. In the contemporary fragment novel, the inverse has occurred. What a plainly narrated adventure was to Gass’s pioneers, a performance of profundity is to the fragment novelist. Oracularities, the more muddled and gently elegiac the better, are offered as evidence of sophistication. “Can you think of writing as a gaze?” the narrator of Drifts asks her students. “Maybe writing was about being visible when I felt invisible,” she reflects later. “Or maybe writing was about becoming invisible again after having become too visible. Maybe it was both. I wasn’t sure anymore.” Zambreno comes close to clarifying that her method hinges on her resistance to clarity—though of course the method itself rebuffs clarification. “One of the notes I take that spring: ‘vagueness.’ Another: ‘signs,’” she writes. Maybe what this means is that vagueness is a sign of poignance, but then it is not altogether clear what it means. After all, why think when you can mimic thinking? And why write a novel when you can meditate on the difficulty of writing a novel? Fragment novels are in effect reflections on novels that, by their own admission, their authors never end up finishing: “What prevents me from writing the book?” asks the protagonist of Drifts. “The heat, the dog, the day, air-conditioning, desiring to exist in the present tense,” and so on and on. It is less a novel than a gesture at a novel.


At first glance, the fragment novel’s structural equivocations about how its pieces hang together and substantive equivocations about all its internal architecture appear antithetical to two of the declutterer’s foremost tics: her allergy to euphemism and her request that everything be stashed in its proper place. But in fact the novel’s studied evasiveness is the product of its commitment to tabling wants and honoring needs, in accordance with the minimalist’s most cherished directive. There is no plot, no food, no friends, and very little dialogue. Perhaps the fragment novel is not in fact constructed by way of removal, but it might as well be, for it is no more than an accumulation of negations.


***


IN LAUREN OYLER’S largely (and mercifully) unfragmented novel, Fake Accounts, the narrator wonders whether the burdens of motherhood explain both the ubiquity of splintered fictions and their largely female authorship. Her protagonist, a nameless Berlin expat, is listening to a podcast featuring an interview with a fragment novelist, perhaps a stand-in for Offill. The author on the podcast explains that she thinks “having children contributed to the form and style of her books, written in stolen moments, necessarily short sections, simple, aphoristic sentences, more of an essay than a novel at times.” Offill concedes as much in Dept. of Speculation. Having a baby cuts “the day up into little scraps,” as the narrator discovers soon after she gives birth to her daughter. She did not intend to raise children, much less to get married, but now she finds herself saddled with domestic responsibilities that leave her only small snatches of time for harrowed bursts of writing. “My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead,” she notes regretfully. “Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane things. Nabokov didn’t even fold his own umbrella. Vera licked his stamps for him.” Alas, the wife must lick her own stamps, which is as good an excuse as any for failing to write as luxuriantly as Nabokov.
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