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“The Function of Paranoia in Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow” 

 

Mr. Jason Burleson explores in his thesis work the nature and function of paranoia as 

it operates for a machine for thinking in Thomas Pynchon’s magnum opus, Gravity’s 

Rainbow. The thesis contains 84 pp. across some preliminary matter a Bibliography 

and five chapters entitled as follows “1. Introduction, 2. Confronting Paranoia, 3. 

Liminality, Fragmentation, and Tyrone Slothrop’s “Exit”, 4. Disassembly, 5. 

Conclusion”.  

 

As for the prose style, it reads well and the candidate displays an ability too to retain 

his own critical trajectory and program amidst the body of criticism that he does 

engage. The quality of the language while excellent does contain a few errors: 

“proplepses” (26) should be “prolepses”; “fit quite neatly” (32) should be “fits quite 

neatly”; “this truly occurring” (34) should be “this is truly occurring”; “bear” (42) 

should be “bears”; “some the formal” (53) should be “some of the formal”; “this not 

something” (72) should read “this is not something”. 

 

Mr. Burleson opens his thesis in a rich fashion when he writes, “The rationality of 

proper discourse, to a large extent, no longer exists because of an interchangeable 

They and We depending on the person speaking. In short, the United States is a 

paranoid society with no available solutions needed to calm the current political, 

social, and cultural situation” (8). If this is true, what does the candidate see as 

possible ways out of this deadlock and impasse for the USA vis-à-vis a Gravity’s 

Rainbow-inspired reading? From pp. 18–22 the candidate gives an interesting and 

informative account of the semantic career of “paranoia”. In an interesting moment 

we read from Burleson that “Gravity's Rainbow resists anything resembling a firm 

and ordering structure because this is a central part of Pynchon's paranoiac poetics. 

The example regarding Prentice retains significance because its function is an opening 

attack on the author's part to disorient the reader. By placing Prentice’s dream on the 

opening pages Pynchon gains the ultimate authorial freedom to disperse toyed notions 

of fictive reality with no warning” (26). A fascinating take on the problem of 

knowledge Burleson also broaches with this reference: “Pynchon challenges centuries 

of thinking regarding epistemology by hostile subversion and this now begins the 

question as to the very function of knowledge found throughout Gravity's Rainbow. In 

the traditional sense any sort of concrete meaning vanishes into an abstract concept. 

The assertion posited here is not to say knowledge does not exist in this text. It most 

certainly does. However, Pynchon has imposed a paranoid form of scattered madness 

on the attainment of knowledge” (30). As for the ubiquitous nature of paranoia in 

Gravity’s Rainbow, the candidate writes that “When paranoia becomes universalized 

without seeming psychologically abnormal it also becomes a totalizing and 

subsuming force. Paranoia, then, is the new normal in Gravity's Rainbow” (33). 

Burleson again: “Domination and the loss of individualism, present since this novel's 

onset, now becomes another major part of Pynchon's paranoiac poetics. 

Destabilization must continue” (40). All of the above-indicated submissions are well 

put and well argued. 
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Concerning the plight of Slothrop: “Dominating the non-individual as a function of 

paranoia in Gravity's Rainbow seems applicable complete with a set of rules dictated 

by Pynchon's menacing hands even as Slothrop's self-awareness seems to grow” (41). 

Burleson then proceeds from pp. 43–49 to make effective and illuminating use of 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s thoughts on language vis-à-vis Gravity’s Rainbow to throw 

light on Pynchon’s novel. We also read, “Destabilization, one of the key functions 

found in the paranoia that saturates Gravity's Rainbow, is once more clearly present. 

With nothing to grasp onto Tyrone Slothrop is at the mercy of both Them and 

Pynchon with no chance of escaping the Zone intact because it will absorb, fragment, 

and then scatter him throughout this borderless area” (52). In a poignant portion of 

text on the protagonist, the candidate notes, “The self-awareness and fear - heavily 

present involving his first encounter with the American military - no longer exists. 

Self-awareness is also now gone. Speaking of nationality is useless as Slothrop knows 

not who or what to identify with. It is important to recall this is a man at least 

nominally in search of rocket technology and the origins regarding his own 

beginning” (56).  

 

In a discussion of a classic essay by Leo Bersani on paranoia and Gravity’s Rainbow 

Burleson writes: “Both the reader and critic will continue their respective forays into a 

text bursting with paranoia and providing no concrete answers. This is outright 

hostility planned by Thomas Pynchon through weaponized language present 

throughout the entirety of this text. The lack of clear answers also helps define 

paranoia's function in this text” (72–73). In a trenchant insight, Burleson argues that 

“more often than not, Pynchon is there to antagonize the reader by overseeing an 

inferno of paranoia principally characterized by destabilization in multitudinous 

forms. He is the Master intent on guiding the reader through this labyrinth” (74). 

These arguments are all compelling.  

 

Another passage that is charged with significance reads: “Liminality, both as place 

and personal attribute, also contribute to paranoia's function in this novel. 

Fragmentation and decentering move the argument along with the nature of reality in 

a fictional environment joined by sporadic examinations of history and time. Power, 

fear, control, freedom, and domination also contribute to paranoia's functionality in 

this text alongside Pynchon's hostility to the reader and the weaponization of 

language” (77). Burleson writes in his last sentence: “The reader is under his control 

throughout the entirety of Gravity's Rainbow and playing the game by disregarding 

rules or tradition is perhaps the only strategy available to navigate this paranoid 

labyrinth of scorched earth set forth by Thomas Pynchon” (80). Could the candidate 

please give a concrete example of how to instance this notion of ‘disregarding 

rules or tradition’ when engaging Gravity’s Rainbow?  

 

In light of the foregoing mentions, I hereby recommend the pre thesis defense mark of  

a 1 (výborně) for the thesis work.  

 

 

 

 

doc. Erik S. Roraback, D.Phil. (Oxon.) 

1 September 2019 
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