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Abstract 

American novelist E. L. Doctorow proclaimed in his essay, “False Documents,” that there is 

no fiction or nonfiction, only narrative. A similar notion can be discerned also in Doctorow’s 

novelistic oeuvre, which articulates the author’s meditations on narrative. This thesis analyzes 

the particular manifestation of Doctorow’s meditative concern for narrativity within his 1971 

novel, The Book of Daniel, inspired by the case of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. The thesis 

argues that The Book of Daniel explores the role of narrativity in informing modes of thought 

and systems of interpretation of the world by deconstructing and drawing attention to the 

process of construing a narrative in an epistemological enquiry into its potential to impart 

knowledge, problematizing this notion simultaneously by exposing the inherent artificiality of 

every and any narrative stemming from the fact that it is always manipulated, and consciously 

construed a certain way. This exploration of the nature and role of narrativity is realized in the 

novel on the level of plot by the protagonist’s epistemologically motivated deconstruction of 

the official historical account of the Cold War political trial of his executed parents and of 

other, alternative accounts surrounding the case. This deconstruction ultimately demonstrates 

that all the accounts and parties involved are equally reliant on narrativity in legitimating their 

authority and worldviews and that all the narratives are consciously construed to produce a 

particular interpretation. The protagonist’s deconstruction of official history thus dismantles its 

authority and pretensions to objective factuality and questions the epistemological potential of 

narrativity to mediate knowledge. This undertaking is also supported by short dissertational 

fragments that elucidate the importance of narrativity for the legitimation of power structures. 

The formal features of The Book of Daniel, namely the metafictional techniques of narration 

utilized in the novel and its fragmented structure, are then shown to mirror and continue the 

deconstructive undertaking of the novel’s plot. The utilization of these features foregrounds the 

process of the construction of a narrative as if in real time and thus examines the inherent nature 

of narrative as consciously manipulated and therefore limiting possibilities of interpretation, 

and as inevitably contaminated by the subjectivity of the producer. This deconstruction of the 

nature of narrative reinstates its status as a human construct which inherently contains elements 

typically associated with fiction and in doing so, continues the questioning of the 

epistemological potential of narrativity to impart objective, factual knowledge. The 

epistemological questioning of narrativity in The Book of Daniel can be furthermore 

contextualized and understood as a manifestation of the novel’s postmodernist sensibility and 

its membership within the postmodernist literary genre termed historiographic metafiction. 

This argument is supported in this thesis by a theoretical framework of both the defining 

characteristics of postmodernism and historiographic metafiction as articulated by a number of 

theorists, with respect to which the thesis revisits and supplements its analyses of the novel’s 

plot and formal features. The discussion of The Book of Daniel as a postmodernist work of 

historiographic metafiction thus explicates its deconstructive approach to history as defined by 

narrativity, as ultimately textual and accessible only through its texts. This approach manifests 

itself in the novel’s treatment of intertextuality which ultimately serves to open history and its 

texts, its narratives up for a critical re-thinking of their epistemological potential to mediate 

objective knowledge. The thesis therefore demonstrates that the critical epistemological 

questioning of The Book of Daniel, achieved through the interaction of thematics and 

technique, also articulates a mode of critical engagement with external reality.  

 

Key Words: E. L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel, narrative, narrativity, history, fiction, 

epistemology, knowledge, legitimation, narrative techniques, metafiction, subjectivity, 

postmodernism, incredulity towards grand narratives, historiographic metafiction, textuality, 

intertextuality 
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Abstrakt 

Americký autor E. L. Doctorow vo svojej eseji s názvom „False Documents“ vyhlásil, že 

umelecké ani vecné texty ako samostatné kategórie neexistujú, existuje iba naratív. Podobné 

zmýšľanie sa dá vypozorovať aj v autorových literárnych dielach, ktoré formulujú jeho 

rozjímanie ohľadom naratívu. Táto bakalárska práca analyzuje konkrétnu manifestáciu 

Doctorowovho meditatívneho záujmu o narativitu v rámci autorovho tretieho románu z roku 

1971, The Book of Daniel, ktorý bol inšpirovaný prípadom Juliusa a Ethel Rosenbergovcov. 

Táto práca dokazuje, že The Book of Daniel skúma rolu narativity vo formovaní zmýšľania a 

interpretovania externej reality upriamovaním pozornosti na proces produkcie naratívu a jeho 

dekonštrukciou, a to ako súčasť epistemologického skúmania potenciálu narativity 

sprostredkovávať poznanie, ktorý tento román súčasne problematizuje odhaľovaním 

inherentného aspektu vedomej, zámernej manipulácie a kompozície každého naratívu. Toto 

bádanie povahy a úlohy narativity je v románe realizované na úrovni deja vo forme 

protagonistovej epistemologicky motivovanej dekonštrukcie oficiálnej histórie politického 

súdneho procesu s protagonistovými rodičmi z obdobia studenej vojny, na základe ktorého boli 

napokon popravení, ako aj niekoľkých alternatívnych verzií či podaní ich prípadu. Táto 

dekonštrukcia v konečnom dôsledku demonštruje, že všetky verzie aj zainteresované strany sa 

pri legitimovaní svojej autority a perspektívy v rovnakej miere spoliehajú práve na narativitu a 

že všetky výsledné naratívy sú vedome konštruované tak, aby vyprodukovali konkrétnu 

interpretáciu udalosti. Protagonistov analytický rozbor oficiálnej histórie teda podrýva jej 

autoritu a ašpirácie na objektívnu faktickosť, čím spochybňuje epistemologický potenciál 

narativity sprostredkovávať objektívne poznanie. Protagonista svoj rozbor podporuje aj 

zahrnutím krátkych útržkovitých textov v dizertačnom štýle, ktoré ozrejmujú dôležitosť 

narativity ako prostriedku legitimácie mocenských štruktúr. Práca ďalej poukazuje na to, že 

formálne charakteristiky románu, konkrétne využité naratívne techniky metafikcie a 

fragmentárna štruktúra textu, odrážajú a ďalej rozvíjajú dekonštruktívny projekt dejovej linky 

románu. Využitie týchto formálnych techník prenáša do popredia samotný proces produkcie 

naratívu akoby v reálnom čase, čím skúma inherentnú povahu naratívu ako výsledku vedomej 

manipulácie, ktorý tým pádom limituje možnosti interpretácie, a ktorý je nevyhnutne 

poznačený subjektivitou pôvodcu. Táto dekonštrukcia samotnej povahy a podstaty narativity 

znovu zdôrazňuje jej status ľudského konštruktu, ktorý zo svojej podstaty obsahuje prvky 

typicky prisudzované fikcii, čím rozvíja skúmanie epistemologického potenciálu narativity 

sprostredkovať objektívne poznanie. Toto epistemologické skúmanie narativity v rámci The 

Book of Daniel je možné ďalej situovať do širšieho kontextu a chápať ho ako prejav 

postmodernistických tendencií románu, ako aj jeho zaradenia do žánra postmodernistickej 

literatúry známeho ako historiografická metafikcia. Táto práca podporuje tento argument 

sformulovaním teoretického rámca definujúcich charakteristík postmodernizmu i 

historiografickej metafikcie založeného na koncepciách viacerých teoretikov, na základe 

ktorého táto práca rozširuje a dopĺňa svoje analýzy dejovej linky aj formálnych charakteristík 

románu. Analýza The Book of Daniel ako postmodernistického diela historiografickej 

metafikcie teda objasňuje dekonštruktívny prístup románu k histórii ako k definovanej 

narativitou, ako ku vo svojej podstate textuálnej a dostupnej výlučne prostredníctvom jej 

textov, a to na základe poňatia intertextuality v románe, ktoré v konečnom dôsledku slúži ako 

prostriedok otvorenia histórie a jej textov, naratívov, kritickej analýze ich epistemologického 

potenciálu sprostredkovávať objektívne, faktické poznanie. Táto práca demonštruje, že toto 

kritické epistemologické bádanie románu The Book of Daniel, ktoré je výsledkom interakcie 

tematiky a techniky, taktiež artikuluje metódu kritického prístupu k externej realite. 

 

Kľúčové slová: E. L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel, naratív, narativita, história, fikcia, 

epistemológia, poznanie, legitimácia, naratívne techniky, metafikcia, subjektivita, 
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postmodernizmus, nedôvera voči veľkým naratívom, historiografická metafikcia, textualita, 

intertextualita 
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Introduction 

 

“There is no fiction and nonfiction as we commonly understand the distinction: there is 

only narrative,” stated the American novelist E. L. Doctorow in his 1977 essay, “False 

Documents.”1 Both Doctorow’s essayistic work and much of his fiction demonstrate a 

meditative concern for the nature of narrativity and the power it holds as the vehicle of 

mediation common to both fictional and nonfictional discourses.2 This meditative concern 

permeates Doctorow’s 1971 novel, The Book of Daniel, which this thesis examines. The Book 

of Daniel depicts a fictionalized account of a Cold War political trial inspired by the case of 

Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the first American civilians executed for conspiracy to commit 

espionage in 1953.3 The story of the fictionalized executed couple, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, 

is narrated from the perspective of one of their surviving children, the eponymous Daniel 

Isaacson, who over a span of time in 1967 and 1968 decides to revisit and investigate the history 

of his executed parents. 

In this investigation of the political trial, the novel and its protagonist attempt not only 

to explicate the power structures at work in the Cold War era which accounted for the capital 

punishment of the Isaacsons but, more importantly, to pursue a complex insight into the role 

of narrative in understanding and interpreting the relationship between history and the present. 

This thesis is focused on precisely this analytical pursuit of the novel, its examination of the 

extent to which narratives underlie and shape one’s reality, as well as govern one’s relationship 

to it. The principal argument of this thesis is that The Book of Daniel explores the role of 

narrativity in informing modes of thought and systems of interpretation of the world by 

 
1 E. L. Doctorow, “False Documents,” E.L. Doctorow: Essays and Conversations, ed. Richard Trenner (Princeton, 
NJ: Ontario Review Press, 1983) 26, quoted in Theophilus Savvas, American Postmodernist Fiction and the Past 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) 124. 
2 Geoffrey Galt Harpham, “E. L. Doctorow and the Technology of Narrative,” PMLA, Vol. 100, No. 1 (Jan., 1985): 
81, JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/462202>, 3 Sep 2019.  
3 “Julius Rosenberg and Ethel Rosenberg,” Def. Encyclopædia Britannica Online, Encyclopædia Britannica, 2020, 
<https://www.britannica.com/biography/Julius-Rosenberg-and-Ethel-Rosenberg> 12 July 2020. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/462202
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Julius-Rosenberg-and-Ethel-Rosenberg
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deconstructing and drawing attention to the process of construing a narrative in an 

epistemological enquiry into its potential to impart knowledge, problematizing this notion 

simultaneously by exposing the inherent artificiality of every and any narrative stemming from 

the fact that it is always manipulated, consciously construed a certain way. 

The explication of the main argument will then be divided into three chapters, the first 

two of which are grounded primarily in analysis based on a close reading of The Book of Daniel. 

Chapter I will expound on the realization of the novel’s exploration of the nature and role of 

narrativity in the novel’s plot, which is framed by “Daniel’s Book,” the text Daniel Isaacson 

produces as a result of his investigation of whether there is any truth to be excavated about his 

parents’ guilt or innocence. “Daniel’s Book” provides a deconstruction of the "official" history 

of the Isaacson case presented by the authorities of the state as the factual, true account of the 

case, as well as of a number of other accounts and narratives surrounding the case and the 

Isaacsons. These are interspersed with dissertational passages included by Daniel Isaacson for 

the elucidation they offer about the reliance of power structures on narrativity as a means of 

legitimation. In searching for new possibilities of interpretation, the accepted, fixed view of 

history concerning the lives and trial of the protagonist’s parents is revealed to be a myth, a 

narrative fashioned to serve a certain political purpose – in the same way the opposite or 

alternative narratives are, raising the question of whether any complex, objective truth can be 

accessed in narrative. 

Chapter II then shifts its focus to the formal features of The Book of Daniel, specifically 

the metafictional narrative techniques the novel employs and which mirror the deconstructive 

investigation into the narrative nature of history in “Daniel’s Book.” These metafictional 

techniques incessantly draw attention to Daniel Isaacson’s authorship and command of his text 

and in doing so, they serve as a deconstruction of the defining aspects and characteristics of 

narrative itself as a human construct. The very process of the construction of narrative as if in 
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real time, as well as its inherent nature as the product of conscious manipulation and ordering 

are thus brought to the forefront in The Book of Daniel, demonstrating the inevitability of 

contamination of any narrative by subjectivity. By this means, the novel further problematizes 

the notion of narrative as the vehicle of mediating objective, factual knowledge. 

The final chapter of this thesis revisits the analyses of the first two chapters and 

supplements them with additional commentary which situates The Book of Daniel and its 

treatment of narrativity within the larger context of postmodernism. Chapter III argues that the 

novel’s approach to the nature and role of narrativity, as well as to the problem of its 

epistemological potential, ultimately demonstrates its postmodern sensibility. Moreover, due 

to the utilization of metafictional narrative techniques in The Book of Daniel, the final chapter 

argues for its membership within the sub-genre of postmodernist literature known as 

historiographic metafiction. This affiliation of The Book of Daniel with postmodernist thought 

and its particular formal utilizations represented by the literary genre of historiographic 

metafiction therefore situates it within a greater cultural context which offers further 

clarification for the epistemological questioning of narrativity in the novel. The discussion of 

the manifestations of a distinctively postmodern sensibility in The Book of Daniel and its status 

as a work of historiographic metafiction is carried out in reference to a thoroughly delineated 

theoretical framework of both postmodernism and its general aspects or tendencies and 

historiographic metafiction as defined by Linda Hutcheon.  

 

 



 
 

Chapter I. 

Deconstruction of Historical Narratives in “Daniel’s Book” 

 

 In the opening scenes of The Book of Daniel, while narrating his own visit to the 

Worcester State Hospital with his wife and son on Memorial Day in 1967, the eponymous 

Daniel suddenly emerges in a starkly different setting, “roaming through the stacks, searching, 

too late, for a thesis.”4 Daniel’s memories and meditations, interpolated by the analyses of the 

various discursive constructions at work in his parents’ case, as well as by dissertational 

passages pertaining not to his parents’ case specifically, but which epitomize the workings of 

history, at first represent the by-product of the procrastination of a frustrated Ph.D. student, too 

consumed by his own relationship to history to devote himself to writing his dissertation.5 Yet 

eventually, the fragments come together symbolically on the very last page of The Book of 

Daniel, in its very last words, where a symbolic title is revealed at the end – “Daniel’s Book: 

A Life Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Doctoral Degree in Social 

Biology, Gross Entomology, Women’s Anatomy, Children’s Cacophony, Arch Demonology, 

Eschatology, and Thermal Pollution.” (Doctorow 368)  

“Daniel’s Book” thus becomes a frame for the narrative plot of The Book of Daniel 

which will be the focus of the present chapter. The ensuing chapter will focus on “Daniel’s 

Book” specifically for its exploration of the instrumental role of narrativity as a product of 

conscious construction in formulating and legitimating authoritative accounts accepted as 

factual, whether it be the accounts of official history or ideological ones. The specific areas of 

interest treated here include the protagonist’s elaborate deconstruction of the Isaacson case and 

 
4 E. L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel (London: Penguin Books, 2006) 3-8. All future page references will be to 
this edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
5 T. V. Reed, “Genealogy/Narrative/Power: Questions of Postmodernity in Doctorow's The Book of Daniel,” 
American Literary History, Vol. 4, No. 2 (Summer, 1992): 291, JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/489989>, 3 
Sep 2019. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/489989


5 
 

trial, the employment of fragmentary dissertational passages dispersed throughout “Daniel’s 

Book,” as well as Daniel’s treatment of the notion of analysis as expressed in the novel. 

 In “Daniel’s Book,” its protagonist and imagined author, Daniel Isaacson, the elder 

child of Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, takes up his parents’ case over a decade after their 

execution in 1953 after his younger sister, Susan, a believer in their parents’ innocence, 

attempts to commit suicide.6 The resulting “Daniel’s Book” contests the claims of the official 

historical account of the Isaacson case to irrefutable factuality and therefore, to authority. In 

fact, in “Daniel’s Book”, Daniel dismantles the notion of a single official truth, an official 

history giving shape to present reality, by revealing present reality to be more of a collage, a 

mosaic of narratives, rather than one big picture. In his enquiry about his parents’ case, Daniel 

thus provides a deconstruction of “official history” – the accepted truth sanctioned by the 

authorities of the state. The motivation behind “Daniel’s Book” is not to determine the 

definitive guilt or innocence of Paul and Rochelle Isaacson per se, it is rather motivated by the 

protagonist’s desire to explore whether it is even possible to know at all, to recover any kind 

of definitive truth about the Isaacsons from the various accounts of their lives. It is therefore 

an epistemological question,7 for which Daniel’s memories alone are insufficient.  

As will be discussed in this chapter, Daniel’s enquiry is carried out by providing a 

detailed account of the trial of the Isaacsons, elaborating on the official historical narrative, and 

revealing the power dynamic that sent his parents to death. The seemingly straightforward 

narrative accounting for the sentence is itself problematized and found wanting for its 

discrepancies in the process; on the other hand, there are the Isaacsons as recovered from 

Daniel’s memory, with their own worldview informed by their beliefs and steadfast adherence 

to their own system of interpretation. Encompassed and examined in “Daniel’s Book” is also 

 
6 Aaron Derosa, “APOCRYPHAL TRAUMA IN E.L. DOCTOROW'S "THE BOOK OF DANIEL,"” Studies in the Novel, 
Vol. 41, No. 4 (Winter 2009): 468, JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/29533954>, 30 May 2020.  
7 John G. Parks, “The Politics of Polyphony: The Fiction of E. L. Doctorow,” Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 
37, No. 4 (Winter, 1991): 456, JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/441658>, 3 Sep 2019.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/29533954
https://www.jstor.org/stable/441658
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the narrative employed by the Isaacsons’ defense, as well as the other proposed or theoretically 

plausible courses of action. The amassed abundance of narratives reveals the level of narrativity 

behind the accounts of both sides, accentuating their intentionality, as each is shown to be 

consciously constructed to invite a particular interpretation and therefore, a particular verdict. 

The authorizing role of narrativity is further evidenced by the fragmented, dissertational 

passages included in “Daniel’s Book.” Underlying the protagonist’s pursuit to deconstruct all 

available narratives to find out whether any proof of either the Isaacsons’ guilt or innocence 

can be found is the notion of analysis and its role in not only the Isaacsons’ case but, in a larger 

sense of the novel, in governing one’s relationship to reality. The discussion of these points in 

this chapter explicates the utilization of the fictionalized plot in The Book of Daniel in the 

exploration of the extent to which narrativity informs modes of thought through conscious 

manipulation, as exemplified by the deconstruction of the official history of the Isaacson case. 

  

I. The Isaacson Trial 

The Isaacsons in The Book of Daniel, much like their non-fictional inspiration, the 

Rosenbergs,8 enter official history as communist radicals and convicted Soviet spies. The 

account of their prosecutors, of the government, which constitutes this official history, asserts 

that the pair conspired to sell atomic secrets to the Soviet Union in an act of espionage,9 an act 

for which they were arrested and tried in court. The evidence against them was based solely on 

witness testimonies, most notably that of Selig Mindish, a family friend of the Isaacsons, who 

confessed to his involvement in their criminal activity and chose to testify against them.10 The 

Isaacsons were found guilty of conspiracy to commit espionage and sentenced to death by 

 
8 Reed 289. 
9 Reed 289. 
10 Reed 300. 
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electrocution.11 Such is the history of Paul and Rochelle Isaacson from the point of view of the 

government that executed them. Even more than a decade later, this is still the account in 

official records, as manifested by the FBI’s file kept on Daniel Isaacson, a tangible piece of 

evidence of the persisting legacy of his parents’ case. Even in his present day, in 1968, the 

government still checks out Daniel Isaacson “once or twice a year,” keeping track of his life 

and activities (Doctorow 89). Any offense, any criminal or otherwise dangerous act Daniel 

could ever commit would constitute nothing more than an entry in his personal file, merely an 

affirmation of his family’s criminality. By virtue of the official historical account of the 

Isaacson case, Daniel Isaacson is ultimately “deprived of the right to be dangerous.” (Doctorow 

89) Daniel’s complicated relationship to history, his inheritance of not power but 

powerlessness,12 propels him to lift the veil of official history and reveal the multiplicity of 

discourses and accounts concerning his parents’ case, to pursue a complex truth about the role 

of narrative in understanding and interpreting the relationship of history and the present. 

 While most criminal trials make use of established rules of evidence and codices of 

laws to determine the guilt or innocence of the defendant, the task of the juries being to decide 

whether the law called into question and applied by the prosecution adequately describes the 

act for which the defendant is being tried,13 the trial of the Isaacsons, as explored and presented 

in “Daniel’s Book,” does not abide by these rules. What comes to light in Daniel’s examination 

of the proceedings of the trial is a discrepancy between the charges and the punishment, 

between what the Isaacsons were officially tried for and what they were sentenced to death for, 

undermining confidence in what claims to be uncontestable truth proven in the court of law. 

Even Rochelle Isaacson herself observes during the court proceedings that, although Daniel’s 

parents are charged with conspiring to commit espionage, the words occurring frequently in 

 
11 Virginia Carmichael, Framing History: The Rosenberg Story and the Cold War (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1993) 135. 
12 Parks 456. 
13 Harpham 82.  
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the previously existing cases cited by the prosecution to support its lines of questioning, as well 

as in the language of the press concerning the trial (Doctorow 245), are “treason” and 

“traitors”– signifying a completely different crime, one that justifies a death sentence. The 

official charges of conspiracy relieve the authorities who issued them from the necessity of 

presenting physical evidence against the defendants, but it is the implication of treason which 

allows for meting out the sentence reserved for those convicted of levying war against their 

country or of adhering to the enemy of their country, giving them aid and comfort, as reads the 

definition of treason in the U.S. Constitution.14 In the end, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson are 

found guilty of conspiracy, but they are sentenced to death by electrocution for the crime of 

treason, despite insufficient evidence against them (Doctorow 245). 

 It is precisely this discrepancy in the account of the prosecution, the problem of 

matching word to deed,15 which ushers in an element of fiction into what claims to be fact, and 

thus demotes the official account to the level of narrative. There cannot be any claim to 

objectivity, for the narrative is specifically construed to justify the state’s authority to execute 

two Communists without sufficient proof of criminal activity. In the United States in the 1950s, 

at a time of heightened paranoia concerning the threat of Communism and the Soviet Union, 

the conviction of two self-professed American Communists for intending to steal atomic 

secrets for the Soviet Union justifies the government’s policies of inciting fear of the Soviets 

in the general public, of the “Red Scare”, legitimizing the persecution of left-wing radicals.16 

The prosecution therefore peppers in the notion of treason into the Isaacson trial without 

sufficient evidence, the narrative being manipulated so as to artificially produce a particular 

reality and invite a particular interpretation, one in which the Isaacsons must undoubtedly be 

 
14 United States Constitution, Art. III., Sec. 3. 
15 Harpham 82. 
16 Jonathan Haslam, “Anti-Red Hysteria in American Life: An Entangled Fear of Communism and Soviet 
Espionage,” The Institute for Advanced Study, Summer 2016 <https://www.ias.edu/2016/ideas/haslam-anti-
red-hysteria> 3 July 2020.  

https://www.ias.edu/2016/ideas/haslam-anti-red-hysteria
https://www.ias.edu/2016/ideas/haslam-anti-red-hysteria
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enemies of the state and thus may justifiably be sentenced to death. As Geoffrey Galt Harpham 

observes, “what powers any narrative is the need for an authoritative account of what really 

happened, and this means not only that some ruler or institution requires an account that 

justifies its claims to authority but also that the events themselves are problematical, their 

significance open to dispute.”17 This is true of the Isaacson case, where apart from the two 

dubious witness testimonies of Selig Mindish and Thomas Flemming, also known as Talking 

Tom, who had testified for the government at no less than four different spy trials (Doctorow 

276), no physical evidence is available. A need therefore arises to create a commanding 

narrative that supplies authority. For as Harpham further remarks, “the sense of immanent 

structure and moral meaning imparted by closed or fully formed narrative gives to reality the 

odor of the ideal, making reality desirable even as it is falsified.”18  

 And then there are the defendants, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, their reality no less 

formed by narrativity. The Isaacsons were members of the Old Left, of the Communist Party, 

a group defined by its own narratives. The parents’ affiliation with the Party and its ideology, 

too, was motivated by the desire to know the truth, as Daniel recounts it (Doctorow 39), for the 

ideological frameworks of the Communist Party represented a readily available system of 

interpretation of the world, providing those who subscribed to it with narratives justifying its 

ideological authority to account for any aspect of life, to answer any question. For Paul 

Isaacson, ever the idealist and with a keen intellectual interest in the dynamics of political 

thinking, the Communist ideology provides the tools to interpret and understand the injustice 

he perceives everywhere in the world around him. Where Paul is idealistic, Rochelle Isaacson 

is cynical, pragmatic, less interested in the theoretical aspect of politics, and rather more 

personal in her belief, which resembles religious faith – a life of struggle lived in anticipation 

 
17 Harpham 83-84. 
18 Harpham 83. 
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of the promised reward, whether that be heaven or the coming of socialism.19 However 

different their characters, the Isaacsons are unified in their sense of self-importance, their belief 

that they are able to recover the truth at all times. “We had this way of understanding 

everything,” Daniel recollects, “There was nothing my father could not explain. And even if it 

was bad, we always knew what was happening.” (Doctorow 115) 

 It becomes apparent after Paul and Rochelle Isaacson’s arrest that their own personal 

narrative, according to which they lived their lives and in which they perceived themselves as 

instrumental members of a great movement,20 is not any more of an objective fact than the 

narrative of the prosecution. Once the Isaacsons are arrested, the Communist Party’s immediate 

reaction is to write them out of its existence, to erase any connections with members suspected 

of espionage for the Soviet Union (Doctorow 151), the Party would reclaim the couple only 

long after their death when a space opens to portray them as martyrs.21 Yet even in the trial, 

the Isaacsons never give up their political allegiances. Like many of their contemporaries in 

the Communist Party, they never truly and completely reject the American system of life,22 and 

even when facing charges of conspiracy, they still participate in the frame of reference, the 

narrative trying to convict them.  

 As pointed out by the character Artie Sternlicht in his criticism of the Old Left, the 

Isaacsons “played it by their rules,” the government’s rules (Doctorow 186). Instead of 

objecting to the entire trial, to the entire frame of reference which put them into the position of 

defendants when there was very little evidence to defend themselves against, all based on a 

purposefully manipulated account, the Isaacsons and their lawyer, Jacob Ascher, accepted their 

parts and played by the rules of the prosecution. When faced with the testimony of Selig 

 
19 Stephen Cooper, “Cutting Both Ways: E. L. Doctorow's Critique of the Left,”  South Atlantic Review, Vol. 58, 
No. 2 (May, 1993): 116, JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3200971>, 5 May 2020. 
20 Cooper 116-117. 
21 Cooper 116. 
22 Cooper 117. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3200971
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Mindish implicating the Isaacsons in the act of espionage for the Soviet Union, the course of 

action taken by Asher’s defense is to discredit Mindish, to object to the credibility of his 

character and his testimony on the grounds of it being motivated by jealousy due to his sexual 

interest in Rochelle Isaacson, as well as his possible motivation to frame them because of his 

own legal vulnerability, since he was never properly naturalized as a citizen of the United States 

and therefore, may have felt threatened by deportation (Doctorow 272-273). While not an 

outward lie, this course of action is not pure fact, either – when left to defend themselves against 

a narrative construed and manipulated to convict them, the Isaacsons and their lawyer answer 

with another narrative, fashioning out of available truths an “exaggeration” (Doctorow 246) 

that would deny the reliability of Selig Mindish and his testimony. 

 In this, however, is evidenced the complicity of the Isaacsons and their defense with 

the system that ultimately executed them. As pointed out in the dissection of the trial in 

“Daniel’s Book”, the defense objected to Mindish’s motivation, but not to the pre-supposition 

that Mindish had been involved in criminal activity, that he could conceivably possess the 

knowledge and information included in his testimony. When the defense decided to object 

solely to Mindish's motivation, they de facto verified the narrative of the prosecution saying 

that the Isaacsons were involved in a crime together with Mindish. This verification was 

effected because the defense did not even attempt to disprove the claim that Mindish himself 

could possibly have been involved in any criminal activity, that he might have been guilty of 

anything at all. Because the defense did not deny the entirety of the prosecution's narrative that 

a crime had been committed in the first place and chose to focus only on Mindish's testimony 

instead, they indirectly agreed that the Isaacsons were involved in some kind of crime 

(Doctorow 273) and therefore, that a trial was justified. After all, as Jacob Ascher points out in 

a note to Robert Lewin, “all the indictment states is that they met with Mindish in the kitchen 

of their own house.” (Doctorow 249)  
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 As Robert Lewin, Daniel and Susan’s stepfather and respected professor of law, himself 

concedes when discussing the trial with Daniel in Book Three, the one possible chance Jacob 

Ascher had in conducting the defense of the Isaacsons was to discredit Selig Mindish’s 

confession of having committed the crime in question. Should the defense have chosen to 

contest the claim that any crime at all had been committed and worked to prove that Selig 

Mindish had never been involved in any conspiracy since there no evidence was presented of 

it save for his confession, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson might have been proven innocent by 

proving Mindish innocent, according to Lewin (Doctorow 273). This possibility to steer the 

verdict the other way by fashioning such a narrative only further emphasizes the role of 

narrativity in the trial, of the conscious artifice intrinsic to the production of narrative. The very 

theoretical plausibility of employing the aforementioned narrative of innocence against the 

narrative of guilt presented by the indictment once again introduces into the trial a fictional 

element, 23 revealing to the naked eye the precedence of narrativity over plain factuality. For 

that was the true task of the defense in the trial as examined in “Daniel’s Book”, the task that 

Jacob Ascher failed to recognize – ordering the events and available facts in such a way as to 

produce a narrative legitimizing the Isaacsons’ innocence, mediating a completely different 

image of the pair, narrating a different reality than the account of the prosecution. The very 

existence of the different images of the Isaacsons and of the different possibilities of proceeding 

in the case accentuates the importance of masterful manipulation in construing a narrative able 

to engender a reality which can be accepted as true. 

Through the protagonist’s pursuit to deconstruct the official history of the Isaacsons’ 

trial, The Book of Daniel thus draws attention to the actual process of construction of narrative, 

accentuating the key role of narrativity in authenticating an account, in making “the narrated 

 
23 Harpham 82. 
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events susceptible to being considered tokens of reality.”24 Construed to provide a system of 

interpretation, a mode of thought, any “official” history is shown to be but conscious mediation 

of images in the process of narration, the claim to truth of the ensuing narrative always 

depending on the authorities that sanction it.25 Because, as already mentioned, in order for any 

account to be considered historical, the events of the account themselves must be problematic, 

open to at least two narrations of their occurrence.26 

 

II. Short Dissertational Passages 

Aiding Daniel in his deconstruction of the historical account of the Isaacson case, 

“Daniel’s Book” is interspersed with fragmented analytical passages in a style much 

resembling a dissertation, expounding, for example, on the topics of the history of corporeal 

punishment vis-à-vis the class system or the dynamics of the Cold War. These passages are not 

directly related to the case of Daniel’s parents, yet their inclusion is not incidental, for they 

expose more of the greater ideological systems and their underlying narratives which evolved 

into the power dynamic that executed Paul and Rochelle Isaacson as traitors. 

One of these fragments, a short passage in Book 1 about drawing and quartering as a 

form of corporeal punishment favored by the English monarchical government at first presents 

a gruesome image in its description of exactly how the punishment was carried out on “all 

except the aristocratic inner circle ” (Doctorow 91). An interesting connection with the 

Isaacsons arises from the last sentence of the passage: “Treason was the usual crime for this 

punishment, its definition being determined by the King’s courts for the King’s convenience.” 

(Doctorow 91) In the case of the death sentence for the Isaacsons, too, it was the prosecution’s 

implication of their perceived treason which allowed for the harshest possible sentence to be 

 
24 Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 7, No. 1, On 
Narrative (Autumn, 1980): 23, JSTOR <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1343174>, 20 Jan 2020. 
25 Harpham 84. 
26 White 23. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1343174
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meted out by the authority of the state. In establishing these connections with a history full of 

victims of execution, the bodies of the Isaacsons thus become exemplary of the fates of bodies 

under authoritarian state power.27 Most importantly, that last sentence of the passage 

emphasizes that narrativity in criminal prosecution is by no means reserved to the case in 

question, nor that it is a recent phenomenon, quite on the contrary – it serves to reaffirm 

narrativity as long-standing, inherent in the process of justification of authority.  

Another fragment, titled “An Interesting Phenomenon,” takes up as its subject matter 

the developments in America after World War I – an upsurge in post-war hysteria and fear, the 

emergence of “red scares,” the beginnings of the persecution of socialists and communists, of 

speeches against foreign ideologies and in favor of “100 percent Americanism.” (Doctorow 

28-30) Some of the same sentiments re-occur in a later passage on the U.S Government-issued 

anti-Soviet propaganda after World War II, most notably the inciting and fueling of fear of the 

Russian (Doctorow 290). In this passage, however, there are also featured the later comments 

of prominent state representatives admitting that they had not, in fact, considered Russia or the 

Soviet Union to be a threat as immense as it was presented to the public (Doctorow 290), 

creating a hyperbolized hysteria in order to push through the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall 

Plan.28 These two analytical passages, much like those on corporeal punishment, serve to 

disclose purposefully crafted and adopted institutionalized narratives that created the very 

cultural and ideological setting in which the Isaacsons were executed. The passages, too, help 

constitute a close-up look of sorts at the official historical narrative of the Isaacsons’ case, as 

if placing the solid picture this narrative painted of them under a microscope and revealing it, 

in turn, to be more of a collage, a collage of narratives. As T. V. Reeds phrases it, a conspiracy 

of narratives masquerading as a narrative of conspiracy is what ultimately brought the 

 
27 Adam Foulds, “Writing Real People,” On Life-Writing, ed. Zachary Leader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015) 110. 
28 Joseph M. Hernon, Profiles in Character: Hubris and Heroism in the U.S. Senate, 1789-1990 (Armonk, NY: M. 
E. Sharpe, 1997) 171. 
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Isaacsons down.29 These narratives were purposefully created and manipulated to establish and 

justify authority – authority to antagonize, execute, or even strengthen and expand their own 

authority – presented as facts. Yet they remain narratives and the authority they intend to bring 

into existence is undermined and put into question once the conscious construction at their core 

comes into sharp focus in Daniel’s analyses. 

 

III. Analysis and Closed Circuits 

Precisely that notion of analysis can be found at the basis of Daniel’s deconstruction 

within “Daniel’s Book,” as well as at the heart of The Book of Daniel. Analyzing is what Daniel 

Isaacson must do to dismantle the picture of Paul and Rochelle Isaacson officially recorded in 

history, to discern the multiplicity of narratives available in the story of their trial, to bring to 

attention the narrativity running like an undercurrent throughout all of history, an instrumental 

tool in institutionalizing certain accounts as authoritative truths, engendering entire systems of 

interpretation. Analyzing is what many figures prominent in the Isaacson case ultimately failed 

to accomplish, including the Isaacsons, and these failures of analysis are excavated and 

examined in “Daniel’s Book” by its ever-inquisitive originator, Daniel. Analysis, or failure 

thereof, is also ascribed by Daniel to be the metaphorical cause of the death of his younger 

sister, Susan (Doctorow 365); her death as a result of a failure of analysis prompts Daniel to 

commit himself to the epistemological investigation into their parents’ case which constitutes 

“Daniel’s Book.” Over the course of his investigation, Daniel repeatedly returns to the very 

notion of analysis, its workings, and goals. 

In his musings, Daniel links analysis with the ability to make connections. In one of his 

meditative passages, he proposes the following idea: 

I have an idea for an article. If I write it maybe I can sell it and see my name 

in print. The idea is the dynamics of radical thinking. With each cycle of 

 
29 Reed 294. 
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radical thought there is a stage of genuine creative excitement during which 

the connections are made. The radical discovers connections between 

available data and the root responsibility. Finally he connects everything. At 

this point he begins to lose his following. It is not that he has incorrectly 

connected everything, it is that he has connected everything. Nothing is left 

outside the connections. At this point society becomes bored with the radical. 

Fully connected in his characterization it has achieved the counterinsurgent 

rationale that allows it to destroy him. (Doctorow 173)   

Something of this rationale can be distinguished in Paul Isaacson’s system of interpretation of 

the world which was heavily informed by Marxism. In his memories of him, Daniel recollects 

that Paul had a way of putting "together all the historic injustice, and show the pattern, and how 

everything was inevitable according to Marxian analysis." (Doctorow 43) It is this totalizing 

aspect embodied in the grand historical narrative Paul Isaacson subscribed to, a tendency to 

connect everything, to be able to account for everything, which proved fatal in the end.30 Susan, 

involved with the radicalism of the New Left, also adopted a narrative in which everything was 

connected, one in which the picture of her parents had been that of innocent martyrs murdered 

by the state (Doctorow 95, 101). Much like her parents, Susan was fervent, single-minded in 

her belief in her parents’ innocence, as well as in their profound legacy (Doctorow 97-99). It 

is this totalizing, close-circuited belief that brings about her downfall as well once she is faced 

with a reality it did not account for – her failure of analysis, a reality in which the New Left 

does not, in fact, care for the Isaacsons’ legacy,31 aware of their complicity in their own ruin, 

as expressed also by Artie Sternlicht, the New Left radical Daniel met with. Both Susan’s and 

her parents’ beliefs were complete, closed circuits, the one connection impossible to make 

being that between what they believed and how the world reacted. While Susan’s 

disillusionment resulted in her suicide attempt, for the Isaacsons, the final connection was made 

by a confluence of narratives and subsequently, by an electric switch.32   

 
30 Reed 294. 
31 Parks 457. 
32 Reed 293. 
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Electricity, the force that ultimately, physically, took the lives of Paul and Rochelle 

Isaacson, is also a force in the workings of which there is a perceivable similarity with the 

workings of analytical thinking as described by Daniel in the passage above. Complicitous 

connections resulting in those closed analyses where everything is connected, which thus 

generate destructive power, are mirrored in the actual, literal power of electricity.33 In the same 

manner a closed electric circuit holds the power to kill, so do complete, closed analyses and 

fully-formed narratives arising from them, which leave no room for revision, disabling further 

critical analysis and creating rigid systems of thought and interpretation, much like the Old 

Left sensibility of the Isaacsons which cultivated their self-deception and rendered them 

complicit in their own death sentence.34  

In “Daniel’s Book,” the circuit never closes. Daniel’s investigation, his analysis of his 

parents’ history, avoids making that final connection, never reaching the final point of 

conclusion, the answer to their guilt or innocence. This answer is out of reach, for the one man 

who could definitively confirm or deny whether Paul and Rochelle Isaacson had been involved 

in any criminal activity, Selig Mindish, is an old, senile man by the time Daniel Isaacson finally 

finds him and meets him in Disneyland.35 And yet, although Daniel’s pursuit is concluded with 

the same sense of ambiguity that prompted it in the first place, it is not futile precisely for its 

resistance to produce a narrative that would close the circuit.36 In its composition, “Daniel’s 

Book” remains an epistemology, for its fundamental undertaking is to challenge 

institutionalized narratives, to deconstruct official history to allow for new possibilities of 

interpretation to emerge, instead of setting out to produce one particular interpretation of the 

Isaacsons’ story.  

 
33 Reed 296. 
34 Reed 297. 
35 Parks 458. 
36 Parks 458. 
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Withholding any final judgment as to his parents’ guilt or innocence, what results from 

Daniel Isaacson’s deconstruction of their history is no authoritative, closed narrative that would 

definitively condemn or exonerate Paul and Rochelle Isaacson. In its nature, in “Daniel’s 

Book,” the product of his analysis, Daniel, in fact, composes more of a genealogy – in two 

senses.37 In the more obvious sense, it is a family genealogy, since Daniel supplies his 

memories of the Isaacsons and the entire family as he remembers them as a means of contesting 

the image of his parents recorded in official history. But “Daniel’s Book” is also a genealogy 

in Foucault’s sense – genealogy as a history of the present.38 In its undertakings, Daniel’s 

pursuit adopts many of the same apparatuses as genealogical analysis as defined by Foucault, 

including the chief idea to trace the processes whereby the past became the present, its intent 

to “problematize the present by revealing the power relations upon which it depends and the 

contingent processes that have brought it into being.”39 “Daniel’s Book,” too, begins with a 

question asked in the present – in this case, Daniel Isaacson’s present in 1968 – and proceeds 

with an analysis that disturbs what is considered immobile, fragments what appeared unified, 

revealing heterogeneity where there seemed to be none.40  

In his epistemologically motivated genealogy, Daniel poses for himself the question of 

what can be elicited about Paul and Rochelle Isaacson from the various narratives surrounding 

their case that could possibly reveal something of the status of their guilt. In his analysis, Daniel 

contests the notion of there being one irrefutable, official historical account of the Isaacson 

case, revealing instead a multiplicity of narratives at work in the process of the trial itself, as 

well as throughout history, as exemplified by the dissertational passages discussed here. What 

 
37 Reed 288. 
38 Reed 289. 
39 David Garland, “What is a ‘‘history of the present’’? On Foucault’s genealogies and their critical 
preconditions,” Punishment & Society, Vol. 16 (4, 2014): 372, SAGE Journals 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/1462474514541711>, 17 Jan 2020. 
40 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1984) 82. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1462474514541711
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thus becomes apparent is, on the one hand, that the narrative employed by the authorities of the 

state to condemn the Isaacsons is itself part of a larger power dynamic engendered by 

narrativity. On the other hand, the Isaacsons’ own system of interpretation of the world around 

them, stemming from their reliance on the grand narrative provided by the ideological 

framework of Marxism and their Old Left affiliations, had led them into partial complicity in 

their own conviction by preventing them from recognizing other narrative and interpretative 

possibilities at hand. It is precisely the narrativity and its precedence over factuality underlying 

the entire case that comes into sharp focus in the analysis performed by Daniel Isaacson in 

“Daniel’s Book.” 

 Moreover, the emphasis on the role of narrative surpasses the fictional level of the 

novel’s storyline embodied in “Daniel’s Book” and constitutes a central focal point on the 

larger level of the novel as a whole, of The Book of Daniel. In providing the fictionalized story 

of the Isaacsons inspired by the real case of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and its deconstruction, 

The Book of Daniel is allowed to expose the hegemony of enshrined or institutionalized 

discursive practices and challenge the tendency to monopolize compositions of truth.41 What 

surfaces in the process is the inherent, intrinsic narrativity present in shaping one’s reality, in 

the modes of thought and systems of interpretation which govern one’s relationship to it. The 

emerging idea in the plot of The Book of Daniel as framed and contained by “Daniel’s Book” 

is that of narrative being utilized as a way of knowing, telling in order to know, the enterprise 

undertaken by the protagonist of the novel in his composition.42 Yet even in this very 

composition, this notion is exhibited to be highly problematic as it becomes apparent that no 

truly objective knowledge can be attained from a fully-formed narrative, for narrative is, by its 

definition, always the product of conscious manipulation reflecting and promoting a particular 

 
41 Parks 462. 
42 Parks 456. 
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perspective. On the storyline level of “Daniel’s Book,” this issue manifests itself in the 

resistance of Daniel’s analysis to reach completion, to close the circuit, resulting in a text 

implicating its reader in acts of participation and witness.43 Nevertheless, this investigation of 

the very nature of narrative itself does not stop at the level of the plot of The Book of Daniel. 

The problem of narrative’s conscious construction becomes central to and is exemplified by 

the narrative strategies employed by the novel as well, as will be discussed in the following 

chapter.  

  

 
43 Parks 458. 
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Chapter II. 

Narrative Techniques Employed In The Book of Daniel 

 

As Theophilus Savvas notes, E. L. Doctorow comments in his essay titled “False 

Documents” that all narratives are marked by “the intrusive fact of an organized consciousness” 

and that “no judgement is free from the passion of the judge.”44 This is a notion also explored 

in The Book of Daniel. As discussed in the previous chapter of this thesis, the novel investigates 

the essential role of narrativity in governing interpretation and thought on the level of the plot 

as framed by “Daniel’s Book,” the text the novel’s protagonist produces throughout the course 

of The Book of Daniel. Daniel Isaacson’s deconstruction in “Daniel’s Book” of the official 

historical narrative concerning the political case of his executed parents, as well as of the other 

narratives available pertaining to the case, challenges the ability of any narrative to lay claims 

to objectivity or incontestable truth and exposes instead the aspect of intentional manipulation 

inherent to narrativity as such as a product of conscious construction. This is a notion that runs 

deeper than the level of the story, permeating the very formal structure of The Book of Daniel, 

too, in which the intrusion of an organized consciousness as mentioned above is brought to the 

forefront by the particular narrative techniques utilized in the novel.  

This chapter argues that The Book of Daniel also deviates from traditional novelistic 

narrative conventions in order to shift the focus to the very process of narration, demonstrating 

the inner workings of this process as if in real time. The particular narrative techniques utilized 

in the novel only reinstate and further accentuate the power of conscious construction in 

narrating and engendering particular realities, increasingly problematizing the question of the 

epistemological potential of narrativity. The very nature of narrative is thus explored in the 

 
44 E.L. Doctorow, “False Documents,” E.L. Doctorow: Essays and Conversations, ed. Richard Trenner (Princeton, 
NJ: Ontario Review Press, 1983) 23, quoted in Theophilus Savvas, American Postmodernist Fiction and the Past 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) 126. 
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novel via four metafictional elements of narration, namely: the frequent alternations in 

narrative voice; the text’s narrative self-reflexivity; the breached symbolic boundary between 

the narrator and the narratee; and the fragmented, non-linear structure of the text. Each of these 

four elements will be presently taken up in this chapter, providing a detailed explication of the 

utilization of the narrative strategies in The Book of Daniel for the purposes of focalizing the 

narrative process itself. 

 

I. Alternation of Narrative Voice 

Perhaps the most obvious and immediately recognizable metafictional narrative 

element of the novel is the incessant alternation of narrative voice. In The Book of Daniel, the 

eponymous Daniel Isaacson serves as the central consciousness of the text, yet the narrative 

voice shifts between third-person and first-person narration. There appear, therefore, to be two 

Daniels in the text – the author of his doctoral thesis, striving for an objective account in the 

third person and Daniel the character in the very same story he is trying to tell, directly affected 

by its events, narrating in the first person. From the first page, these two narrative voices 

interchange without a word of warning, often from sentence to sentence, shifting the focus of 

the narration inwards and outwards again, between the voice of a detached chronicler and that 

of a direct participant. This constitutes a significant breach of the long-established binary 

opposition between homodiegetic and heterodiegetic narration in terms of the relationship 

between narrator and character, in which the first-person, homodiegetic narrator is identical 

with a character and furthermore involved in the world being narrated, whereas the third-

person, heterodiegetic narrator is not.45  

In The Book of Daniel, both voices belong to Daniel who is, at least physically, very 

much part of the world he narrates. It becomes apparent that the authorial third-person voice is 

 
45 Hans Bertens, Literary Theory: The Basics (New York: Routledge, 2001) 73-4. 
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merely a stylistic choice adopted for the purposes of the kind of text Daniel is trying to present 

once the perspective begins to shift inwards to the “I,” to Daniel the person, the experiencer, 

the consciousness producing the text. “This is a thinline felt tip marker, black,” begins a short 

digression on the very first page of the novel, in which the authorial voice describes the writing 

apparatus currently being used by Daniel, who is sitting and working in the Browsing Room. 

“I sit at a table with a floor lamp at my shoulder,” (Doctorow 3) intrudes the first-person Daniel, 

affirming his position in the act of writing with the previously described apparatus. Images of 

Daniel in the library draw attention to “the effect of construction,”46 to Daniel’s efforts to 

formulate a narrative assessing critically the history of his family and his own life. By adopting 

the detached, seemingly objective third-person voice, Daniel attempts to supply authority, yet 

the interference of the “I” betrays the existence of two voices, acknowledging the conscious 

choices of formulating the narrative in a certain way to convey that sense of objectivity. The 

changes of narrative voice thus serve as a reminder that Daniel is in command of the text, that 

he is the one producing it and that the way he does so is not incidental – quite on the contrary. 

The first pages of the novel already represent a “microcosm of its variousness and its extreme 

self-consciousness, its recognition of itself as an act of narrative.”47 

In many instances throughout the novel, the heterodiegetic narration is interrupted by 

Daniel’s comments in the first person, such as in the passage below, where the shift of voice 

and perspective through the intrusion of the first-person narrative voice also constitutes a 

significant change in the tone of the text. What results is often an unstable and disorienting 

structure:48 

Daniel’s father was a law professor at Boston College forty miles to the east. 

 He didn’t like my marrying Phyllis, neither did my mother, but of 

course they wouldn’t say anything. Enlightened liberals are like that. […] 

Perhaps they sniff the strong erotic content of my marriage and find it 

 
46 Maureen Whitebrook, Identity, Narrative and Politics (New York: Routledge, 2001) 35. 
47 Douglas Fowler, Understanding E.L. Doctorow (Colombia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1992) 33. 
48 Alan Gibbs, Contemporary American Trauma Narratives (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014) 79. 
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distasteful. Phyllis is the kind of awkward girl with heavy thighs and heavy 

tits and slim lovely face whose ancestral mothers must have been bred in 

harems. The kind of unathletic helpless breeder to appeal to caliphs. The kind 

of sand dune made to be kicked around. Perhaps they are afraid I kick her 

around. 

 Daniel considered taking a city bus to the top of the hill but the traffic 

was bumper to bumper and they could almost outpace it by walking. 

(Doctorow 5) 

This sudden and stark shift from third- to first-person narration demonstrates the subjectivity 

of Daniel as a character and further destabilizes the authenticity and thus also the reliability of 

the detached, impersonal voice.49 The passage reveals a different kind of potentiality in reading 

and characterizing Daniel than what the authorial, third-person voice might suggest – the 

implications about him arising from his description of his wife and their marriage do not quite 

coincide with the image of the detached author of the dissertation, conveying a sense of 

discrepancy. Yet these two voices do, in fact, belong to the same person and so the reliability 

of the heterodiegetic narrator is discredited since it becomes clear that he is “hardly likely to 

give us an objective account of the events in which we find he is deeply enmeshed.”50 As 

Maureen Whitebrook notes, it is the very “element of construction as characteristic of 

narrative” that allows for different stories to be told and different points of view to be adopted 

about the same events concerning the same person.51 The Book of Daniel exposes the conscious 

effort in this process of construction by the virtue of the clash of two narrative voices, bringing 

therefore to light also the consequent multiplicity of interpretative possibilities undermining 

the seeming objectivity of the heterodiegetic voice. Apart from the alternations of narrative 

voice, yet another deviation from the traditional mode of narration serves this purpose. 

 

II. Narrative Self-reflexivity  

 
49 Reed 290. 
50 Reed 290. 
51 Whitebrook 38. 
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Narrative self-reflexivity constitutes another metafictional element in The Book of 

Daniel. In numerous cases throughout the novel, the subjective, homodiegetic narrative voice 

exhibits his awareness of the text on the higher, authorial level, often commenting on the text 

and doubting even his very own abilities as a narrator, especially when it comes to reliability. 

A particularly unnerving scene of Daniel having sex with his wife, Phyllis, in which he is 

described as her tormentor and she as his child bride and sex martyr, is interrupted by the first-

person narrator’s own musings about the best way to capture accurately not only Phyllis’ 

physical features but also the prominent aspects of her character: 

But how would I get this scene to record Phyllis’ adenoidal prettiness, her 

sharp nose and fair skin and light Polish eyes. Or her overassumption of life, 

a characteristic of teenage girls of high school culture. How would it connote 

the debts all husbands pay for their excesses. […] (Doctorow 7) 

Having presented to the reader the scene painting Daniel as a violator, the self-reflexive 

pondering quoted above ultimately concludes with his narrative voice posing the following 

question: “And if the first glimpse people have of me is this, how do I establish sympathy?” 

(Doctorow 7-8)  

Such a transgression of his role as a narrator and the question itself demonstrate an 

awareness of the text’s narrative techniques and the recognition that the narrative can be, and 

indeed is, purposefully fashioned. The metatextual comment directs the reader’s attention 

towards the process of crafting the narrative, revealing the possibilities of manipulation. The 

text recognizes the narrator’s power in terms of organizing and presenting the narrative, which 

entails the choice to portray Daniel in less than unflattering light, of embedding this image of 

him within the main storyline. Paraphrased, the question of establishing sympathy refers to the 

ability to utilize narrative to delineate the space in which a particular interpretation is possible. 

This question is echoed numerous times throughout The Book of Daniel, reiterating Daniel’s 

uncertainty as a narrator concerning the organization of his narrative.  
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You’ve got these two people in the poster, Daniel, now how you going to get 

them out? And you’ve got a grandma you mention once or twice, but we don’t 

know anything about her. And some colored man in the basement – what is 

that all about? What has that got to do with anything? (Doctorow 52-53) 

The inner workings of the narrative process are thus put into sharp focus, constantly bringing 

to attention the role of the narrator and his intention as to what kind of narrative he aims to 

produce. When asking how to proceed with his text, Daniel essentially asks about the ordering 

of the individual elements of his narrative, which inevitably means making a conscious choice 

of constraining certain possibilities of interpretation and ushering in other ones. The question 

of writing, or narrating, as a way of knowing remains hovering in the background, continually 

problematized at the same time by the novel’s demonstration of the level of premeditated input 

involved in any narrative. What becomes glaringly obvious in Daniel’s passages reflecting on 

the production of his text is that the arrangement of any narrative is ultimately subordinated to 

the will and intent of the one formulating it. 

 This becomes evident in Daniel’s decision to not only comment on the production of 

his text, but also to include in his narrative notes stating the points he wishes to comment upon, 

such as the following list of “subjects to be taken up:” 

1. The old picture poster that I found in Susan’s Volvo, in the 

front seat, in a cardboard tube. 

2. The terrible scene the previous Christmas in the Jewish 

household at 67 Winthrop Rd., Brookline […] 

3. Our mad grandma and the big black man in the cellar. 

4. Fleshing out the Lewins […] 

5. Just as long as you don’t begin to think you’re doing 

something that has to be done. […] 

6. The trip downtown to see Artie the Revolutionary […] 

7. The Isaacson Foundation. (Doctorow 19-20) 

The inclusion of this list further emphasizes Daniel’s complete autonomy over the organization 

of the text he is producing, drawing attention to his interaction with his materials.52 This 

decision to reveal the inner processes of the construction, including those of planning and 

 
52 Winifred Farrant Bevilacqua, “Narrating History: E.L. Doctorow's ‘The Book of Daniel,’” Revue Française 
D'études Américaines, no. 31, (1987): 62, JSTOR <www.jstor.org/stable/20871645>, 10 Jan 2020. 
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assembling the narrative, foregrounds and maintains the focus on the act of narration in 

progress,53 inscribing the subjectivity of the consciousness producing the narrative. Daniel as 

a narrator thus continuously demonstrates that the final product, the narrative, is ultimately a 

product of subjective selection of which particular “subjects” to include and treat, as well as of 

their order, as becomes evident from the list.  

The access granted by Daniel to observe the process of crafting a narrative then also 

raises the question of which subjects there possibly are which do not appear on the list, which 

were deliberately omitted by Daniel and whether their inclusion would produce a significantly 

different narrative. The self-reflexive passages drawing attention to the process of construction 

in real time, therefore, produce in The Book of Daniel an effect similar to that produced by the 

alternations of narrative voice treated above – they continue to undermine any pretensions to 

objectivity the narrative might assume by the virtue of elucidating the very nature of narrative 

and the inherent necessity of the processes of selection and organization which are not possible 

without the presence of a subjective consciousness undertaking these processes.  

These are also the problems that Daniel Isaacson faces in producing a narrative about 

his parents which seeks to avoid that final stage of becoming totalizing. His decisions 

pertaining to which subjects he ultimately chooses to take up and in what order always entail a 

certain constriction of interpretative possibilities and bring him one step closer to producing a 

coherent narrative about the Isaacsons, a coherent image, that final stage of the analytical 

process which closes the circuit and results in a closed, totalizing interpretation. Daniel 

therefore openly demonstrates his awareness of this problematic aspect of attempting to attain 

knowledge through telling, through narrating, and the epistemological questioning emerging 

from the plot of “Daniel’s Book” thus continues in the narrative strategies employed in The 

Book of Daniel, which perpetually accentuate the problematic nature of narrative through their 

 
53 Bevilacqua 63. 
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focalization of the very act and process of narrating. These strategies do not end with shifts in 

narrative voice or the self-reflexive passages commenting upon its composition, however, and 

the traditional position of the reader is not exempt from The Book of Daniel’s transgressions of 

conventional modes of narration either. 

 

III. The Breached Boundary Between the Narrator and the Narratee 

From inquiring about the possibilities of establishing sympathy or meditating about the 

subjects to be taken up, the narrative voice moves on towards firmer declarations, growing 

more authoritative in the later sections of the novel. In perhaps the most memorable scene of 

The Book of Daniel, the narrator describes in vivid detail the execution of Paul and Rochelle 

Isaacson. Preceding the account of the event, however, is one of the numerous instances of a 

direct narrative address to the reader. Questioning their trust in his boldness to capture the 

moments of the execution, the narrator turns to the implied audience: “I suppose you think I 

can’t do the electrocution. I know there is a you. There is always a you. YOU: I will show you 

that I can do the electrocution.” (Doctorow 359) And indeed he does. The confrontation of the 

audience and their trust serves as a demonstration of power – the power to choose which parts 

of the story will be told and in what order. The narrator acknowledges that for any narrative, 

there is a narratee, yet in front of the reader’s own metaphorical eyes he refutes the expression 

that stories belong to their readers. In a tone of defiance of the audience’s expectations of him, 

the narrator declares his power over the narrative – more specifically, over the way in which it 

is constructed. Addressing the audience directly creates a sense of the narrative being 

formulated in real time, with the reader being relegated to the position of a mere observer, 

having no control over it. This draws attention to the power relations between the originator of 

the narrative and his audience, with the narrator being in a position of absolute dominance, 

implicating his readers in an act of violent voyeurism as the execution scene unfolds. In the 
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case of the execution scene, the narrative voice claims control by speaking to the audience and 

challenging their trust in him, yet in other instances, the subject in question is the narrator’s 

very reliability. 

 In yet another scene of Daniel abusing his wife during a car ride, amid the depictions 

of him putting a cigarette lighter to the skin of his wife’s posterior, the narrative voice steps in, 

asking: “Do you believe it? Shall I continue?” (Doctorow 74) The narrator’s addressing of the 

reader then acquires an accusatory tone, asking: “Who are you anyway? Who told you you 

could read this? Is nothing sacred?” (Doctorow 74) Through this breach of the implied 

boundary between the narrator and the audience the text attempts at a disruption of the reader’s 

trust in the reliability of the narrative voice, which here seems to revel in open exertions of his 

power over the text and thus over his reader. The reader’s presence in this act of narration is 

recognized and even emphasized but they are ultimately denied any control over the way the 

narrative treats them and confronted with a narrator keenly aware of his power over his text, 

which includes the power to decide to breach the implied boundary separating him from his 

audience and thus eschew any notion of conformity to the reader’s expectations. These 

addresses of the reader convey a sense of volatility of the narrative voice, changing its tone 

from teasing to accusatory as he proceeds nonetheless with narrating the scene as if right in 

front of the reader, making it clear that the reader is powerless and that any decision over the 

way in which the scene unfolds belongs ultimately and inescapably to the consciousness 

narrating it. The addresses thus constitute a complete effacement of any illusion of objectivity 

the narrative might attempt to sustain through the adoption of the detached, third-person voice. 

 This manifestation of power in this scene culminates with the narrator’s proclamation 

that “the only thing worse than telling what happened is to leave it to the imagination,” 

(Doctorow 74) after which he proceeds to create an analogy with a scene from a surrealist film, 

remarking: “…if I recall these images inaccurately that is just as good.” (Doctorow 75) While 
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during the execution scene, Daniel proceeds with narrating it in its entirety, this scene depicting 

Daniel’s act of violence towards his wife is cut short. That it ends violently, too, is insinuated 

by the insertion of the passage on the surrealist film, which itself features the unsettling scene 

of a woman’s eyeball being cut with a razor (Doctorow 75), but as Daniel proclaims, the 

particular details are left to the reader’s imagination. The interpretative possibilities stemming 

from the scene in which he torments Phyllis are therefore constricted by the suggested nature 

of the scene’s outcome, even if he does not carry on with the scene’s narration. Daniel makes 

his point – he does not need to continue narrating his scene of violence, for the reader is already 

implicated in the power that binds one to scenes of torture by virtue of the evocative powers of 

analogy and sequence.54 

What is thus made known to the reader is that Daniel’s autonomy as the producer of his 

text includes not only the power to choose what he narrates but also what he withholds and that 

he does, in fact, voluntarily withhold information from his reader at times. The inherent 

characteristics of the inner workings of the narrative process are therefore once again brought 

into sharp focus in The Book of Daniel by Daniel’s demonstrations of the conscious 

manipulation of the narrative, as well as of the interpretative possibilities it enables. The 

resulting effect is that of the reliability of the narrative voice being undercut by choosing to 

expose the will to control and limit the interpretation of the text. The addresses furthermore 

undermine the authority of the narrative itself, preventing the reader from accepting it as a 

reflection of reality uncontaminated by subjectivity55 and therefore to question, along with 

Daniel in his investigations into his family’s history, its very epistemological potential. The 

utilization of this particular metafictional narrative technique in The Book of Daniel, along with 

the ones mentioned in the previous sections of this chapter, then also continues to interact with 
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and develop the epistemological questioning of historical narratives as consciously constructed 

at the level of the novel’s plot. The exploration of the very nature of narrative effected through 

the constant foregrounding of the narrative act provides a means of pondering what narrative 

there can be without authority or the end goal to produce a particular interpretation, 

investigating the possibility to avoid that totalization, the closure of the circuit that Daniel 

speaks of in his passages on analysis treated in the previous chapter. The investigation of this 

possibility also extends to the final aspect of the formal construction of The Book of Daniel 

treated in this chapter. 

 

IV. The Fragmented Structure  

The very structure of the novel entertains the aforementioned possibility of avoiding 

totalization in narrative. In The Book of Daniel, the story progresses in a fragmented, non-linear 

manner – another deviation from the traditional forms of narration. The text is fragmented in 

its temporal organization, with passages moving back and forth in time, but also in terms of 

style and the various types of text it features, including a mixture of journal form with 

dissertational passages, as already mentioned in the previous chapter. “What is most monstrous 

is sequence,” proclaims the novel at one point. The meditation continues: 

When we are there why do we withdraw only in order to return? Is there 

nothing good enough to transfix us? Is she truly worth fucking why do I have 

to fuck her again? If the flower is beautiful why does my baby son not look 

at it forever? Paul plucks the flower and runs on, the flower dangling from his 

shoelace. Paul begins to hold, holds, ends hold of the flower against the sky, 

against his eye to the sky. […] The monstrous reader who goes on from one 

word to the next. The monstrous writer who places one word after another. 

The monstrous magician. (Doctorow 300) 

In this passage, one can distinguish a sentiment analogous to that concerning the dynamics of 

radical thinking, analysis, and electric circuits as taken up previously by the chapter on 

“Daniel’s Book.” It is the view of sequence as a closed circuit, as metaphorically deadly in the 

strict limits it imposes, which permeates the fragmented structure of The Book of Daniel. A 



32 
 

narrative following a strictly linear progression must lead to and result in a singular point, a 

singular conclusion, and therefore become totalizing, closed, enabling one particular 

interpretation and restricting the possibility for analysis, since sequence possesses “the 

annalist’s claim of reality.”56 Yet this is the nature of accounts, of narrative itself, as becomes 

evident from the passage mentioned above, as well as from the struggles Daniel faces and 

foregrounds in his narration. 

 Hence, the text adopts an alternative modus operandi, a counterforce involving the 

arrangement of images “not simply by laying them end to end but by retrieving, reconstituting, 

and superimposing them.”57 In his pursuit, in his deconstructive investigation, Daniel seeks to 

establish not only the order of the events he is writing about but rather their significance.58 

Sequence obstructs this, by virtue of its nature imposing limits on interpretative possibilities 

and eliminating variation. By constructing a narrative favoring intense fragmentation and 

plurality in terms of narrative voice and perspective, the individual accounts it presents, as well 

as the textual types amassed, the novel is allowed to resist closing the circuit and to open up 

instead a space for a multiplicity of interpretative and analytical possibilities to emerge and co-

exist. The result of this is a collage rather than a linear narrative, a diverse collage comprised 

of images often superimposed over one another, much like those on the wall of Artie 

Sternlicht’s apartment, in which the various fragments are set down without the transitions, 

commentaries, or summaries providing continuity in formally more traditional literature.59 

 The issue of images and their role as constituting elements of narrative also becomes 

central to the novel’s narrative strategies. While the radical Artie Sternlicht threatens to 

overthrow the entire United States with images (Doctorow 172), for Daniel Isaacson, the 
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narrative power of images offers yet another subject to meditate on, producing the passage 

below: 

I worry about images. Images are what things mean. Take the word image. It 

connotes soft, sheer flesh shimmering on the air, like the rainbowed slick of 

a bubble. Image connotes images, the multiplicity being an image. […] They 

serve no social purpose. (Doctorow 88) 

This pondering on the function of images is closely related to that on the nature of sequence. 

Although alone they may serve no social purpose, as Daniel remarks, they do constitute the 

building blocks out of which narratives are constructed, which renders them full of potential. 

Yet as Daniel’s meditation itself mentions, an image connotes images, a multiplicity, each 

image being a distillation of a narrative on its own. The potentiality of images stemming from 

their complex nature only comes to fruition once they are tightly bound in a sequence – in a 

sequence, images solidify thoughts and arguments, resulting in a linear narrative, a closed 

circuit with the potential to become totalizing.60 It is the particular arrangement of images, their 

mediation which produces a narrative, that generates stabilized meaning, but the meaning is 

never to be accepted as neutral or purely factual. Aiming to avoid a linear arrangement resulting 

in a closed, seemingly factual narrative, The Book of Daniel opts instead for a fragmented 

structure consisting of images that appear and accumulate before the mind’s eye like 

photographs without captions, or video clips without any sort of commentary that would help 

the reader navigate through the text temporally, spatially, or in terms of consciousness.61 

Through its refusal of sequence and linearity, a refusal to produce an authoritative, 

totalizing narrative, The Book of Daniel breaks away from the traditional modes of narration 

and presents instead a pondering of the inner workings of narrative itself. This is exemplified 

also by the novel’s three fragmentary endings which immediately follow the scene of the 

execution of the Isaacsons and which are compiled into a numbered list, denying the novel a 
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“proper,” traditional conclusion. The first of the three endings, titled “The House,” follows 

Daniel’s visit to his old neighborhood in the Bronx where his family used to live, wishing to 

revisit once more his childhood home, only to face the realization that the house no longer 

belongs to him in any sense and that it is now inhabited by a new, African-American family 

(Doctorow 363-4). The second ending, “The Funeral,” juxtaposes the accounts of two funerals 

– that of the children’s parents, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, which Daniel attended together 

with Susan, and the recent funeral of Susan, which Daniel attends with his adoptive parents 

and his wife (Doctorow 364-365). The ultimate, third ending, titled “The Library,” opens with 

Daniel’s proclamation that he had hoped to discuss some of the questions posed by his 

narrative, but this endeavor was not allowed to come to fruition due to the announcement that 

the entire building is being closed (Doctorow 367) made by one of the New Left radicals 

involved in the occupation of the university.62 “Close the book, man, what’s the matter with 

you, don’t you know you’re being liberated?” asks the radical and Daniel Isaacson complies, 

closing his book, intending to go see “what’s going down.” It is then ultimately an external 

force which causes Daniel to stop writing and prevents him from discussing those questions 

posed by his narrative he mentions, propelling him to conclude “Daniel’s Book” as it is and 

step out into the world of the present day. Curious to see, to analyze what is happening, Daniel 

is accompanied on his way by the final words of the novel quoting the biblical “Book of Daniel” 

– “Go thy way Daniel: for the words are closed up and sealed till the time of the end.” 

(Doctorow 367-8)  

Since the actual order in which the three events featured in the individual endings 

happened is not specified, the three endings thus exist as a mere list, devoid of sequential 

temporality, suspended in time rather than bound in a linear progression, and provide little 

closure to Daniel’s investigative undertaking of his parents’ history. The manner in which the 
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endings are presented serves as a reminder that each of the three could potentially be used as 

the singular conclusion of the story, each producing a slightly different resulting text. “The 

House,” on the one hand, should it appear as the singular ending to the novel, might impart the 

interpretation that Daniel finally chooses to let go of his questioning of his family’s history. On 

the other hand, “The Funeral” as the novels singular ending would conclude it with a sense of 

Daniel re-establishing an emotional connection with his family since, as Daniel himself says, 

it is at Susan’s funeral that he feels like he can finally cry and mourn the deaths of his relatives. 

Finally, “The Library” ending alone would conclude the novel with the sense that Daniel stops 

writing and investigating his family’s past and instead embraces the present, leaving the library 

for the world of the present day outside of it.63  

But the inclusion of all three endings ultimately reinstates the conscious choice of a 

fragmented arrangement as a way of escaping the constraints of sequence and establishing 

significance instead. The inclusion of the biblical passage might appear as a final full stop, as 

providing Daniel’s narrative with some form of closure, when, in fact, the quotation from the 

Bible ironically links the final ending with the novel’s epigraph, its beginning,64 also taken 

from the biblical “Book of Daniel,” ultimately refusing to close the circuit of the narrative and 

Daniel’s analysis and allowing it to remain open. The Book of Daniel thus demonstrates its 

choice to consciously avoid establishing linear sequence, finally foregrounding and 

accentuating its ability to manipulate and construct its narrative in this way as an attempt to 

prevent it from becoming a totalized account imparting a particular closed interpretation. This 

constant emphasis on the nature of narrative as deliberately construed consequently further 

contributes to the problematization of Daniel Isaacson’s epistemological pondering of the 

potential of narrativity as a way of knowing, for it becomes evident that since no meaning can 
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be generated without conscious, intentional manipulation and mediation, knowledge can never 

quite be grounded and no account can be exempt from that pervasive element conceived of as 

characteristic of fiction.65 

In this respect, The Book of Daniel can be said to be very much a novel about the nature 

of narrative and its significance in terms of the human attempt to navigate through reality. 

There are at all times myriads of available fixed systems of interpretation and narratives, yet it 

is precisely due to the fact that they are fixed, forming complete, closed schemes without the 

possibility of critical reassessment or revision that they do not qualify as compatible with the 

modes of thinking based on ceaseless critical evaluation and reevaluation as suggested by 

Doctorow’s novel. The Book of Daniel is in pursuit of an intricate, complex truth not only on 

the level of the plot, where the eponymous Daniel seeks to make sense of the case of his parents 

and their guilt or innocence, but also on the formal level, as expounded on in this chapter, 

employing distinct narrative strategies in order to illuminate the nature of narrative as a product 

of conscious construction and therefore always limiting, to some extent, the degree of openness 

of interpretation. This is achieved by adopting the decidedly postmodernist tendencies66 for 

violating long-established literary conventions, by a diversion from the clearly delineated 

confines of genre. The non-traditional utilization of narrative voice in The Book of Daniel, the 

tendency for self-reflexivity and direct addresses of the audience, as well as the non-linear, 

fragmented structure of the novel, serve, each in their own right, to draw attention to the process 

of crafting a narrative, taking away from it any semblance of objectivity and thus questioning 

its epistemological potential.  

Disregarding the literary norms and conventions, The Book of Daniel is able to achieve 

a narrative strategy that requires the reader to “actively seek to supply the unstated relationships 

 
65 Harpham 82. 
66 Reed 288. 



37 
 

between the various elements that make up the story.”67 This involvement of its audience in 

the analyses presented in the novel within the framework of its fictional plot however extends 

beyond the story of Daniel Isaacson and his family. The tone on the surface of this novel, as 

well as many of many others by Doctorow, may be ironic – cynical, even – but the underlying 

message to the novel’s audiences is an appeal in favor of critical thinking, a challenge to pursue 

a more complex notion of truth as an intuitional possibility within the text.68 There is a 

continued enterprise in Doctorow’s oeuvre of a certain poetics of engagement, a moral 

backbone of dedication to hold up a mirror to the society via the medium of imaginative fiction 

and formal experiments within it. Like some of Doctorow’s other texts, The Book of Daniel is 

committed to challenging not only the limits of the genre but also some widely accepted 

oppositions and dichotomies, such as that between fact and fiction.69 In this respect, too, it is 

possible to approach Doctorow and The Book of Daniel within the larger context of 

postmodernist literature and thought, which will be taken as the subject of the following 

chapter. 
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Chapter III. 

Situating The Book of Daniel within the Context of Postmodernism 

 

The fiction of E.L. Doctorow has for decades been approached by reviewers and critics 

in a manner that directs attention either to its accomplishments in terms of technique, or its 

articulations of Doctorow’s vision of history or the American character. But as many, including 

Geoffrey G. Harpham, emphasize, Doctorow’s fiction is notable precisely for its interplay of 

thematics and technique, for it is this interplay which creates the grounds for the meditations 

on narrative that define many of Doctorow’s well-known novels, including The Book of 

Daniel.70 The previous two chapters of this thesis explicated in detail the undertaking in 

Doctorow’s Book of Daniel of exploring the role of narrativity as a conscious human construct 

in governing thought and informing present reality in a critical inquiry into the epistemological 

potential of narrativity as a medium of accessing knowledge. The present chapter will take this 

explication further and argue that this undertaking clearly situates the novel within the greater 

framework of postmodernist literature. 

Chapter I focused on the manifestation of this undertaking in the novel’s plot, framed 

by the protagonist’s text, “Daniel’s Book.” In his text, Daniel Isaacson carries out a 

deconstructive investigation of the narratives of official history surrounding his executed 

parents, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, as well as of the other narratives in which their history is 

enmeshed, emphasizing their narrative nature as products of intentional manipulation 

engendering totalizing interpretations and thus contesting their claims to objective factuality. 

Chapter II then discussed the particular utilization of a number of metafictional narrative 

techniques employed in the novel. The utilization of these techniques in The Book of Daniel, 

as the chapter argues, serves to foreground the act or process of narration as if in real time as a 
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means of accentuating the element of conscious manipulation, the subjectivity producing any 

narrative, which further problematizes the question of its epistemological potential. 

The present chapter argues that the principal undertaking of questioning the 

epistemological potential of narrativity for the mediation of knowledge and informing thought 

in The Book of Daniel and its particular forms of expression explicated in the first two chapters 

of this thesis can be understood and contextualized as manifestations of the novel’s postmodern 

mentality. This chapter offers a theoretical framework of postmodernism in the American 

cultural context and some of its defining characteristics, with special attention paid to the novel 

form associated with postmodernism known as “historiographic metafiction,” arguing for the 

membership of The Book of Daniel within this category. Following the theoretical groundwork 

is thus a discussion of The Book of Daniel within the context of postmodernism as delineated 

below and, more specifically, within the narrower context of historiographic metafiction as the 

particular formal manifestation of the postmodernist sensibility discernible in Doctorow’s 

novel. The discussion of the utilization of these postmodernist aspects in The Book of Daniel 

will be carried out with respect to the features of the novel already discussed in the analyses 

presented in the first two chapters, elaborating on and supplementing these analyses with a 

discussion of the novel’s engagement with the historical material which served as its 

inspiration, as well as the of the aspect of intertextuality in The Book of Daniel. 

 

I. Postmodernity & Postmodernism 

 It can be said that the term “postmodernism” remains to this day somewhat difficult to 

define, both in respect to its nature and its periodization. Debates persist among scholars and 

theorists concerning the term’s exact meaning, as well as the issue of its temporal framing, 

including the question of whether the historical period of postmodernity has come to its end or 

not. With regard to this question, this thesis maintains the same position as the sources most 
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often quoted in the present chapter, which is that this period has not yet reached its endpoint. 

As for the point of inception of postmodernism as a phenomenon, M. H. Abrams’ glossary 

perceives the attribute “postmodernist” as applicable to the cultural products originating in the 

society of the era after World War II, when the effects on Western morale of the first war were 

greatly exacerbated by the experience of Nazi totalitarianism and mass extermination and the 

threat of total destruction by the atomic bomb, among other factors.71  

According to the definition supplied by The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary 

Terms, the term “postmodernism” most commonly refers to a cultural condition prevailing in 

the advanced capitalist societies since the 1960s, characterized by a superabundance of 

disconnected images and styles, with postmodernity described as a culture of “fragmentary 

sensations, eclectic nostalgia, disposable simulacra, and promiscuous superficiality, in which 

the traditionally valued qualities of depth, coherence, meaning, originality, and authenticity are 

evacuated or dissolved amid the random swirl of empty signals.”72 This perception of 

postmodernism as a widely-observable cultural condition prevails in the conceptions of 

numerous theorists and commenters – notably, for instance, in Fredric Jameson’s renowned 

Marxist critique. Jameson’s conception defines postmodernism as a cultural dominant closely 

connected to the society of late capitalism and the development of mass culture, identifying its 

economic preconditions in the post-World War II era and its societal impetus in the 1960s.73 

As for postmodernism’s relationship to the times and conditions that engendered it, Jameson’s 

proposition of understanding this dominant is that of regarding it as “an attempt to think the 

present historically in an age that has forgotten how to think historically in the first place.”74 
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Other notable theories of postmodernism include, among others, that presented by 

Linda Hutcheon in her Poetics of Postmodernism. Hutcheon’s conception focusing on the 

overlaps of theory and aesthetic practice conceives of postmodernism as a highly paradoxical, 

contradictory phenomenon, one that installs and subverts the very concepts it challenges.75 

Hutcheon’s theory also accentuates the importance of the notion of “the presence of the past” 

as defining of postmodern endeavors in all realms of the phenomenon’s occurrence, ranging 

from architecture, various art forms, or philosophy to the presently relevant sphere of literature. 

Unlike the Oxford Dictionary definition provided above or that championed by Jameson, 

Hutcheon’s view of the postmodern engagement with the past, with history in forms favoring 

intense fragmentation does not perceive it as nostalgic in any way, quite on the contrary. The 

claiming of the presence of the past common to postmodernist literature is, in Hutcheon’s 

conception, understood always as inscription and subsequent subversion for the purposes of a 

critical rethinking.76 Therein lies also the inherent paradox of the treatment of history in 

postmodernist literature – this literature is defined, on the one hand, by its desire for historical 

understanding but, on the other hand, also by its skeptical and ironic stance towards the very 

possibility of any such understanding.77 It is thus precisely for its critical, analytical, and 

subversive nature that Hutcheon refuses the labels of emptiness, depthlessness, or superficiality 

accorded to postmodernist art and literature by some theorists.78 This is a view of 

postmodernism adopted also by this thesis and it will be with respect to this view that the 

postmodernist undertakings in Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel will be discussed. 

The postmodernist tendency to question and subvert becomes less puzzling when 

understood in the context of the social and cultural preconditions of the post-World War II era 
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that gave rise to postmodernism in general. As a cultural phenomenon, postmodernism arose 

in the era of the transformation of the nature of knowledge brought about by the development 

of new technologies and computerization. This shift subsequently manifested itself, according 

to Jean-Francois Lyotard, in postmodernity’s incredulity towards metanarratives79 or grand 

narratives (the latter will be the term preferred here) – meaning those narratives which, in Paula 

Geyh’s words, seek “to provide a totalizing worldview through particular legitimating 

historical or political teleologies” and which rely “upon some form of purportedly universal 

and transcendent truth.”80 Lyotard’s explication shows narrative to be the quintessential form 

in the formulation and legitimation of traditional knowledge81 and therefore of entire systems 

or modes of thought and ideologies. Postmodernism and specifically postmodernist literature, 

which is of focus in the present chapter, then constitutes a break – an epistemological break – 

from this kind of knowledge and thought, due also to the consolidation of critical consensus in 

the increasingly regulated public environment of the Cold War era. Postmodern fiction thus 

challenges these totalizing systems of thought through its refusal to impose any kind of grand 

narrative, foregrounding instead its own status as a product of narrativity, as well as its 

insistence on difference and plurality.82 The role of narrative thus becomes the focus of 

attention of critical texts on postmodernism and postmodernist literary texts alike, manifesting 

itself in the latter in the tendency of postmodernist fiction to blend the historical, perceived as 

factual, with the fictional and stray towards self-reflexive, fragmented, and shifting forms and 

identities.83 
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II. Historiographic Metafiction 

These aforementioned features of postmodernist fiction represent also the constitutive 

features of the particular postmodernist novel form which Linda Hutcheon terms 

“historiographic metafiction.” Distinguished by its theoretical self-awareness of history and 

fiction as social constructs, historiographic metafiction differs from the historical novel 

precisely in the way it utilizes this self-awareness as a means of rethinking the past, as well as 

of the power structures existing within it.84 As noted by Hutcheon, before history and 

historiography were accepted as a specific kind of scientific knowledge, standing in opposition 

to the imaginative fictions of literature, the two branches of historiography and imaginative 

literature used to be considered as belonging to “the same tree of learning,” one which sought 

to interpret experience for the purposes of “guiding and elevating man.”85 Postmodernist 

fiction, too, accentuates the understanding of historiography and imaginative literature as 

related, and this is due to the fact that both forms are human linguistic constructs heavily rooted 

in narrativity, the interpretations and guidance they provide owing much more to verisimilitude 

than to any kind of ability to access objective truth. Both forms are, moreover, textual in their 

nature, their complex textuality achieved through their intertextual engagement with and 

deployment of other, past texts. These are then the principal shared features of historiography 

and imaginative literature which historiographic metafiction, as a specific sub-genre of 

postmodernist fiction, draws attention to, challenging the separation of these two forms in terms 

of their perceived functions which occurred after the 19th century.86 

Historiographic metafiction thus takes a questioning stance towards the seeming 

scientific objectivity of history and historical discourses and their utilization of narrative 
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conventions, exploring and problematizing the issues of representation of the past, of 

subjectivity, as well as of the very possibility of historical knowledge. This is achieved in the 

novels of this kind by their employment of metafictional techniques in combination with the 

treatment of historical events and personages, resulting in self-aware texts emphasizing their 

own status as works of narrativity, fictions. The analytical undertaking of these novels is made 

possible through the initial installment and subsequent subversion of those narrative 

conventions of conscious selection, organization, and emplotment characteristic of both 

historiography and imaginative fiction.87 The question at the heart of this postmodern 

undertaking of historiographic metafiction can thus be said to be an epistemological one, 

pertaining to the potential of narrativity as utilized by both historiography and imaginative 

fiction to mediate knowledge and inform modes of thought.  

This epistemological question of the potential of narrativity has also been posed and 

discussed in this thesis, with regards to The Book of Daniel. This novel, too, as has been 

explicated in the previous two chapters, explores the role of narrativity in informing systems 

of interpretation and thought by distinctly postmodern means. The rest of this chapter will, 

therefore, be dedicated to the discussion of The Book of Daniel as a postmodernist text within 

the genre of historiographic metafiction. The particular aspects of The Book of Daniel taken up 

in the ensuing discussion will include a commentary on the novel’s engagement with the 

historical material of the Rosenberg case it was inspired by; followed by an explication of the 

novel’s treatment of historical discourses presented in Chapter I, as well as of the metafictional 

techniques analyzed in Chapter II within the context of the genre of historiographic metafiction; 

with additional commentary on the issue of intertextuality in the novel. 

 

III. The Book of Daniel as a Postmodernist Work of Historiographic Metafiction  
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III. i. The Rosenberg Case 

The postmodernist historiographic tendencies of The Book of Daniel can be discerned 

already in the particular strategy of engagement with the historical material the novel takes up 

as the inspiration for its fictionalized plot. The choice to adopt the real political case of Julius 

and Ethel Rosenberg, convicted as spies in 1953, and use this material not for a mere fictional 

dramatization of the real trial or the Rosenbergs’ lives but rather as an occasion for a novel88 

questioning the very attainability of historical knowledge itself indicates the alignment of The 

Book of Daniel with a literary enterprise influenced by postmodernist thought. The real 

personages of the Rosenbergs and their widely known trial have proved inspirational to a 

number of American novelists precisely for the complexity of response and interpretation the 

Rosenberg case elicited due to the disputable ontological status of the couple’s guilt as spies.89 

In its time, the views assumed by particular members of the public towards the case – towards 

the justice or injustice of the trial and the sentence – served as the measure of a particular 

person’s political affiliations.90 The Rosenberg case, precisely for these complex contradictory 

interpretations and narratives it has engendered, thus provides the occasion for a postmodernist 

novel to deliberately inscribe the familiar historical context of the case and then subvert it 

through fictionalization, through the imaginative blending of fact (the existence of the trial and 

the capital punishment of the Rosenbergs) and fiction (the particular fictionalized portrayal of 

the historical events and personages) in the novel’s plot, exploiting the fictional potential of 

the historical material as a means through which a greater undertaking can materialize.  
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The Book of Daniel thus changes aspects of the Rosenbergs’ story, including the family 

name and the gender of one of the children,91 and creates a fictionalized family that differs 

from the real Rosenbergs just enough so that the Isaacsons can no longer be fully reconciled 

and identified with their historical inspiration and the focus of the novel may move elsewhere. 

The decision to choose the couple’s fictionalized son as the novel’s protagonist and narrator, 

telling the story of his family history as an adult directly affected by it in his present day then 

further removes The Book of Daniel from any documentary or pretensions, allowing the novel 

to be approached as a work of imaginative fiction at liberty to re-imagine the historical material 

it is inspired by and to utilize it as the grounds of a larger questioning. For as T.V. Reed notes, 

while the awareness of the story of the real Rosenbergs serves as a reminder of the matters of 

life and death at stake in the novel’s plot, the fictionalization of the historical material frees the 

reader of The Book of Daniel to examine the forms of history in which the Rosenberg story is 

enmeshed.92 

The real Rosenberg case, therefore, serves a twofold purpose in Doctorow’s Book of 

Daniel – the readership’s assumed knowledge of the historical events and personages adopted 

by the novel first allows for the inscription of a certain historical context and enables certain 

expectations as to the novel’s subject matter to emerge, stemming from the familiarity of the 

material, only for these expectations to be subsequently ironically subverted by the novel’s 

fictionalization of the historical material. The postmodernist element of “the presence of the 

past” common to historiographic metafiction and mentioned above in the theoretical section on 

postmodernism appears in The Book of Daniel as well, in the novel’s choice of Daniel as the 

protagonist and narrator writing a Foucauldian genealogy of sorts – a history of the present 

from his perspective situated in 1968. The fictionalization of the Rosenberg case in The Book 
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of Daniel thus dismantles the view of historical events as complete, closed and confined firmly 

to the past and serves instead, in a truly postmodernist manner, as a means of opening history 

up for a critical re-evaluation, 93 a rethinking of the perceived notions of history as a form of 

scientific knowledge and hence as objectively factual and irrefutably true. This critical re-

evaluation, the questioning at the heart of The Book of Daniel is, as already explicated in the 

previous chapters, ultimately an epistemological one, concerned with narrative and exploring 

the essential role of narrativity in mediating knowledge, in governing thought and 

interpretation, while at the same time problematizing this potential of narrative for its very 

nature as a product of conscious construction and manipulation.  

 

III. ii. Incredulity Towards Grand Narratives 

This epistemological question has been treated in this thesis in the first chapter with 

respect to the novel’s fictionalized plot as framed by “Daniel’s Book”, encompassing the 

eponymous Daniel Isaacson’s undertaking to deconstruct the official history of the fictionalized 

Paul and Rochelle Isaacson. In his deconstruction, the eponymous Daniel dissects the official 

account of his parents’ case, bringing to light its obvious discrepancies and thus demonstrating 

the crucial role of the element of narrativity and fiction in constructing and legitimating the 

official account of the Isaacsons as traitors. Daniel’s deconstruction also supplies a number of 

other narratives available and involved in the story of the Isaacsons, emphasizing the very 

multiplicity of narratives at work in the case. Dispersed throughout Daniel’s examination of 

the Isaacson case are also shorter dissertational passages elucidating the essential role of 

narrativity as a means of legitimation of power and authority, aiding Daniel in his ceaseless 

analysis determined to avoid totalization, to avoid closing the metaphorical circuit of analytical 
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interpretation which constituted the failure of interpretation that killed his sister and, in a way, 

also his parents.  

These aspects of the novel’s plot treated in the first chapter of this thesis can then also 

be understood as indicators of the novel’s postmodernist sensibility and its membership within 

the genre of historiographical metafiction. The Book of Daniel, too, is defined by its incredulity 

towards grand narratives, as exemplified in “Daniel’s Book” by its detailed examination of the 

different totalizing narratives discernible in the story of the Isaacson family used as a means of 

legitimation, including that of official history, the Cold War, or the Old Left. As discussed in 

detail in Chapter I, the official historical account of the Isaacsons and their trial is demonstrated 

to be a narrative consciously manipulated to legitimate the extreme sentence in the face of a 

lack of hard evidence against the couple. Yet the authorities that convicted the Isaacsons are 

themselves shown to be part of the larger apparatus of the state which legitimated its fervent 

persecution of left-wing radicals through the narrative of the Cold War, a hyperbolized 

instigation of anti-Soviet and anti-Communist fear and hysteria. The other side of the trial – 

the defendants, Paul and Rochelle Isaacson, are no less governed by grand narratives, for theirs 

is that of the Old Left Communist ideology which, especially for Paul Isaacson, provides a 

closed, totalizing framework for the interpretation of the world around him. No party is thus 

exempt from being defined by narrativity and none of the totalizing narratives is exempt from 

being exposed as such and problematized with respect to its claims to objective truth. Through 

this exploration of a political trial and its lasting influence, The Book of Daniel achieves an 

ultimately larger postmodernist questioning of history as governed by power structures and 

ideologies legitimated through narrativity. 

The postmodernist approach in The Book of Daniel further manifests itself in the 

novel’s avoidance to formulate and legitimate a totalizing grand narrative of its own. As noted 

by Linda Hutcheon, postmodernist works, including those of historiographic metafiction, 
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“need the very myths and conventions they contest and reduce.”94 In the context of The Book 

of Daniel, both the official historical account of the Isaacson case and the grand Communist 

narrative of the Old Left Daniel’s text explores can be understood as myths in Hutcheon’s 

sense. As she further observes of postmodernist discourses, they accept that these myths exist 

and that they do so for a reason – and it is that very aspect, the reasons for their existence, that 

postmodernism investigates. Questioning is ultimately the main impulse of postmodernism and 

the works it produces – their goal is never to produce a totalizing vision but rather to challenge 

and investigate the conditions of any such vision they might encounter.95  

The Book of Daniel, too, chooses to evade the establishment of a totalizing vision, of 

any definitive answer to the ontological status of the guilt of the Isaacsons – or the Rosenbergs, 

for that matter – and relocates its focus from the issue of the executed couples’ guilt or 

innocence to the epistemological question of the very attainability of such knowledge. In its 

postmodernist undertaking, The Book of Daniel thus focuses not on providing a single, closed 

historical account claiming objective factuality or authority, but rather on challenging such 

notions of homogeneity and monopolization of knowledge and truth legitimated through 

narratives as characteristic of the competing power structures and ideologies of the Cold War 

era, foregrounding plurality, multiplicity instead.96 This is evident in “Daniel’s Book” in Daniel 

Isaacson’s inclination to amass and investigate all the possible narratives concerning his 

parents’ case available to him, including the speculative “theory of the other couple,” according 

to which the Isaacsons might have been framed by Selig Mindish to protect another couple who 

actually were involved in espionage (Doctorow 336-338). Like all the other narratives of the 

Isaacsons’ history, this speculative one, too, is left unresolved, its ontological status left in 

question. Yet is it precisely due to this that the investigation into history undertaken by Daniel 
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Isaacson and, The Book of Daniel, ultimately is a postmodernist one. The novel does not offer 

a particular answer to the question of the executed couple’s guilt or innocence or, the question 

of what truly happened, but demonstrates instead the sheer multiplicity of narratives and 

interpretative possibilities the event of the Isaacson case itself engenders by virtue of the 

particular conditions of its occurrence and its fictional potential. In a broader sense, the 

demonstration of this aspect of multiplicity in the plot of The Book of Daniel then invites the 

notion of questioning of seemingly homogenous, total perspectives or interpretations on a 

larger scale, outside the realm of one particular case, as the grounds for a critical engagement 

with the narratives of history that inform the present reality.  

 

III. iii. Subjectivity & Representation 

Through the continuous emphasizing of the narrative element in every and any 

historical account or system of interpretation, dismantling their claims to incontestable truth 

and opening them to the possibility to be regarded for their fictional features, The Book of 

Daniel also accentuates the structural similarity between historiography and fiction stemming 

precisely from their shared narrative nature which Linda Hutcheon discusses as one of the 

principal manifestations of the postmodern mentality in historiographic metafiction. The 

claims of any totalizing narrative in The Book of Daniel to objectivity and authoritative truth 

are refuted on the grounds of the aspects of the construction of these historical narratives shared 

with fiction – the inherent inability to avoid the conscious selection of material and its ordering, 

as well as of its emplotment of the individual images or constitutive elements for the purposes 

of producing meaning, relevance, and coherence.97 As Doctorow himself writes in his 1977 

essay, “False Documents,” history is invented, composed in a manner similar to fiction, sharing 
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with fiction a mode of mediating the world to introduce meaning.98 This shared mode of 

mediation is narrative, its inner workings being explored in The Book of Daniel through its 

metafictional techniques and treated in this thesis in greater detail in Chapter II. 

Daniel’s analyses of historical narratives and his investigations of the issues of the 

availability of objective historical knowledge are continuously being undercut by The Book of 

Daniel’s metafictional narrative techniques which, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

constantly question and problematize Daniel’s reliability and authority as a narrator. The 

metafictional features of the novel allow not only for a critical engagement with its subject 

matter of the narrative nature of historical knowledge, but also for rendering the act of 

narration, the narrative process and its inner workings, the subject of the novel, too.99 As 

discussed in Chapter II of this thesis, the traditional techniques of coherent, sequential narration 

are inscribed and immediately subverted in Doctorow’s fragmentary novel from its very first 

page, where the narrative voice changes from the heterodiegetic third-person to the 

homodiegetic first-person narration for the first time. These changes of narrative voice are often 

accompanied by a significant change in the tone or the mood of the narration,100 creating a 

discrepancy between the seemingly objective third-person voice imitating the account of a 

historiographer assessing his material from a critical distance and the first-person voice of 

Daniel Isaacson as the direct participant in the events he narrates. The intrusion of the first-

person voice installing Daniel as fully in command of his text then serves to efface any 

pretensions to historiographic objectivity the third-person narration might evoke, and to bring 

to the forefront the unavoidable subjectivity intrinsic to the production of any narrative, 
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including historiography. As Linda Hutcheon remarks, the narrators of historiographic 

metafiction frequently challenge the traditional notions of coherence and become increasingly 

provisional and limited, undermining their own seeming omniscience.101  

Daniel Isaacson is one of these narrators who also exhibits an awareness of his text as 

a product of narrativity on an authorial level, commenting on his productions, as well as 

recognizing and even addressing the presence of the reader. What thus continuously and 

inescapably comes to the forefront in The Book of Daniel is the subjectivity producing the text 

and the very act of the text’s production. In this sense, it is possible to observe in Doctorow’s 

novel a certain kind of parallelism, one that Theophilus Savvas also recognizes and comments 

upon. As Savvas notes, the historical and political questioning presented by The Book of Daniel 

through its plot and storyline is, in fact, mirrored in the formal features of the novel, which then 

offer a questioning of the medium of narrative itself.102 The latter form of questioning can also 

be said to be equally deconstructive as the protagonist’s investigation of history – in its 

employment of the metafictional techniques of narration discussed in Chapter II, the novel 

presents a deconstruction of the practice of writing.103  

The dramatization of the act of writing in The Book of Daniel then also serves to 

accentuate other issues pertaining to the nature of narrative as the shared medium of 

historiography and fiction, most notably the issue of representation. In some of his self-

reflexive comments on the production of his text, Daniel wonders how to get the scene to record 

his wife’s “adenoidal prettiness, her sharp nose and fair skin and light Polish eyes” or her 

“overassumption of life” (Doctorow 7), or elsewhere meditates that the one thing he will have 

to work on in narrating the memories of his childhood is “the feeling of Daniel at that age in 

his own loose clothes not quite synchronized to the rhythm of discontent-and-crisis.” 
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(Doctorow 125) Daniel thus raises the question of how to represent the reality or the past, but 

this possibility is continuously problematized and challenged in The Book of Daniel. Daniel as 

the narrator himself recognizes that to record that feeling of Daniel’s childhood self or his 

memories of his parents is essentially to mediate an image – and as he proclaims, he worries 

about images (Doctorow 88).  

As explicated in greater length in the previous chapter, The Book of Daniel explores the 

complex, paradoxical relationship between images and narrative. Images constitute the 

building blocks of narrative, but at the same time, as the novel’s protagonist notes, an “image 

connotes images,” a multiplicity (Doctorow 88), each image being a distillation of a narrative 

in its own right. The meaning they offer is therefore not the result of direct correspondence 

with the external reality, it is created in the process of their mediation, of enacting the processes 

of selection and organization which cannot avoid contamination by subjectivity.104 This notion 

further affirms the alignment of The Book of Daniel with the genre of historiographic 

metafiction, since it is a feature characteristic of the postmodern mentality to challenge the 

ideal of representation as a disclosure or revelation of meanings already existing in external 

reality, and to focus instead on its potential to create meaning.105 This meaning can only be 

created in mediation, it is ultimately subject to narrativity – both in historiography and in 

fiction, as historiographical metafictions tend to emphasize in their questioning of the 

separation of the two forms in terms of perceived functions. 

 

III. iv. Intertextuality 

The past, as well as the present reality it engenders, is thus only accessible in The Book 

of Daniel through pre-mediated narratives and images. This is exemplified in the novel in its 
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treatment of the images of the Isaacsons in the media during their trial. As Daniel demonstrates, 

those images are not coterminous with external reality, with the living people they claim to 

represent.106 The images in newspapers condemning the Isaacsons as spies, but also in the 

poster Susan leaves for Daniel in her car and which he later gives to Sternlicht as the latest 

addition for his wall, are also distillations of entire narratives. They are compressed, reductive, 

mediated in a particular way to meet the requirements of ideology,107 whether that be the anti-

Communist ideology of the state during the Cold War which executed the Isaacsons as spies 

and traitors, or the ideological framework of the leftist radicals who utilize the image of the 

Isaacsons on posters as martyrs of the revolution as a form of legitimation of their movement. 

The power of both manners of mediation of past events to inform present reality is 

discernible in the novel in the character of Susan Isaacson, Daniel’s younger sister who, by 

virtue of her young age at the time of the trial, knows her parents to a great extent only through 

these reductive representations of them, through their simulated existence in history and the 

media.108 Even as the Isaacsons are still alive in prison and the children are brought to visit 

them, Susan proclaims that they are dead because the newspaper said so (Doctorow 292). In 

her adulthood, Susan adopts the narrative about her parents as political martyrs compressed in 

the image of the couple in the poster, accepting that image as meaning proper because she lacks 

Daniel’s skepticism, his postmodern questioning stance toward the totalizing textual, narrative 

nature of all representations of the past claiming access to objective historical knowledge. 

Susan, unaware of this, is thus able to gain a sense of identification with her family’s history 

of radicalism and perceived revolutionary significance from the commodification of her parents 

represented by the poster of the couple. Yet as her later disillusionment also shows, it is 

 
106 Savvas 130-131. 
107 Savvas 131. 
108 Savvas 131. 



55 
 

ultimately identification with an intertext, a narrative that is itself no more factual than the 

condemning narratives of history and the media she rejects. 

Susan is, however, not the only one whose reality is formed by compressed, reductive 

commodification of historical intertexts. This is the mode of interaction with the past of entire 

masses of Americans, as demonstrated by Daniel’s meditative passage on Disneyland.  

What Disneyland proposes is a technique of abbreviated shorthand culture for 

the masses, a mindless thrill, like an electric shock, that insist at the same time 

on the recipient’s rich psychic relation to his country’s history and language 

and literature. In a forthcoming time of highly governed masses in an 

overpopulated world, this technique may be extremely useful both as a 

substitute for education and, eventually, as a substitute for experience. 

(Doctorow 351) 

Disneyland, with its thematic rides inspired by canonical works of literature, such as Alice in 

Wonderland or Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn or Life on the Mississippi, is a fundamentally 

intertextual site. The intertexts it employs are furthermore ones often already employed and 

commodified in Disney animated films which for many of the park’s visitors constitute the 

only encounters with the literary works they allude to. There exists, therefore, a double remove 

between the Disneyland visitor, enjoying the rides inspired by the Disney version of Alice, and 

the original cultural artifact. Daniel observes a similar process of reduction occurring “with 

regard to the nature of historical reality.” (Doctorow 350)  

The historical reality of the slave trade on the Mississippi River in the 19th century is 

itself only accessible in the present in narrative mediations offered by historiography, but mass 

culture is far more likely to access the mediations provided by the fictional works of Mark 

Twain, among others. Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, described by Daniel as “a nightmare of 

childhood in confrontation with American social reality,” and the reflections offered by Life on 

the Mississippi, are reduced in Disneyland to a mere entertaining steamboat ride, with the boat 

named after Twain, the intermediary between the historical experience and the present reality. 

(Doctorow 350) Much like the image of the Isaacsons on the poster or in the newspapers is a 
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reduction of a consciously constructed narrative, this reduction, too, is nothing but a 

compression of what is already a fiction, a simulated existence.109 The sentimental 

compressions of Disneyland which grant its visitors a sense of participation in the mythic 

rituals of culture (Doctorow 347) are then no less totalizing than the ideologically-conditioned 

narratives surrounding and claiming the Isaacson or the Rosenberg case, since both reduce the 

historical reality to mediations serving as substitutes for critical engagement. Disneyland’s 

capitalist approach of selective exclusion in its treatment of its intertexts denies the historicity 

of the past, the commodified entertainment it produces intended for instant consumption as a 

spectacle void of historical and aesthetic significance.”110  

The Book of Daniel as a postmodernist work of historiographic metafiction attempts, 

on the other hand, the opposite in its treatment of intertextuality. While the consumerist mass 

culture of capitalism exemplified in the novel by Disneyland empties and trivializes its 

historical intertexts and tames the past into the present,111 works of historiographic metafiction, 

which also tend to be intensely intertextual, cannot be said to eschew history in any way. 

Instead, historiographic metafictions acknowledge the existence of the past, its events and 

personages, but emphasize that it is only possible to access the past in the present day through 

its texts,112 that both history and present reality are not governed by eternal verities but rather 

that they are textual, informed by a series of constructions, artifices, impermanent structures.113 

Therein lies also the connecting thread between history and fiction, the inherent similarity 

between the writing of history and of fiction, which motivates also the tendency of 

historiographic metafiction to inscribe both historical and literary intertexts.114   

 
109 Savvas 132. 
110 Hutcheon 138. 
111 Hutcheon 138-139. 
112 Hutcheon 128-129. 
113 Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London: Routledge, 1984) 7. 
114 Hutcheon 128. 
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E.L. Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel as a postmodernist novel of this type assumes and 

inscribes as its historical intertext the case of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and, as discussed in 

the first part of this section, subverts it through fictionalization. In the imaginative adaptation 

of the material into the story of the Isaacsons, the novel deliberately transgresses the boundaries 

of the event’s known occurrence. This is not to deny the historicity of the past and render it an 

empty spectacle, but rather to explore the intersections of fact and fiction in the formulation 

and legitimation of historical knowledge through narrative, which provides the grounds for the 

epistemological questioning of the very the possibility of attaining objective historical 

knowledge uncontaminated by subjectivity or ideology, as already explicated in this thesis.  

It is to this end The Book of Daniel utilizes its second major intertext, the biblical text 

of the same name, as well. The novel’s first epigraph is a quotation from Daniel 3:4: 

Then a herald cried aloud, To you it is commanded, O people, nations 

and languages, That at what time ye hear the sound of the cornet, flute, 

harp, sackbut, psaltery, dulcimer, and all kinds of music, ye fall down 

and worship the golden image that Nebuchadnezzar the king hath set 

up: And whosofalleth not down and worshippeth shall the same hour be 

cast into the midst of a burning fiery furnace. Therefore at that time, 

when all the people heard the sound of the cornet, flute, sackbut, 

psaltery, dulcimer, and all kinds of music, all the people, the nations, 

and the languages, fell down and worshipped the golden image that 

Nebuchadnezzar the king had set up. (Doctorow 1) 

The “golden image” in the biblical epigraph that all should worship, or else be cast into a 

“burning fiery furnace” ironically sets the stage for the story about to unfold, in which the 

majority American capitalist society of the Cold War can be understood as the golden image 

the “King” – the state, in Doctorow’s novel – sets up for its people to either conform to or else 

face persecution.115 The Isaacsons in The Book of Daniel, as well as the Rosenbergs of history, 

are one of those persecuted. In the face of the king, the state machinery of the Cold War, they 

represent those who do not “fall down” to worship the golden image, for they as Communists 

are worshippers of a different image, the “wrong” image in the eyes of their persecutors. The 

 
115 Hutcheon 137. 
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biblical text thus contains parallels with both the real and the fictionalized couple, both of 

whom were Jewish, which renders the inclusion of the epigraph with its mentions of the fiery 

furnace as the king’s punishment the more ironic,116 for the biblical Daniel is also a Jew whose 

family was sentenced to death in the furnace (Doctorow 13). 

 As Linda Hutcheon notes, the employment of the biblical intertext in Doctorow’s Book 

of Daniel is always ironic, as becomes evident from the comparison of the novel’s protagonist, 

Daniel Isaacson, with his biblical namesake. The latter is “a definitely minor, if not apocryphal 

figure” working “with no particular delight” for several kings throughout his life, a second-

class citizen as a Jew in a hostile environment (Doctorow 13). His notability stems from his 

ability to interpret the dreams, visions, or apparitions the King suffers but which neither he nor 

his various retainers can decipher. Daniel – an honest, faithful man – possesses this ability 

thanks to his faith, because it is through prayers he accesses the interpretations of the King’s 

dreams. But his is a life full of strains and his insights become more diffuse, apocalyptic, 

hysterical toward the end of his book as a result of that and he suffers a dream of his own which 

even he cannot decipher (Doctorow 14). The biblical Daniel is referred to in The Book of Daniel 

as “a Beacon of Faith in a Time of Persecution,” whose book is full of enigmas, recording 

familiar stories interspersed with “weird dreams and visions which have baffled readers for 

centuries.” (Doctorow 6)  

 Daniel Isaacson’s relation to his biblical namesake is then highly ironic. He is also a 

marginal, ex-centric figure, living in an environment that is hostile to him due to his inherited 

identity as the child of parents executed as spies and traitors, which, as already discussed in 

Chapter I, deprives him of the potential to be dangerous. But the Daniel Isaacson that emerges 

from the pages of The Book of Daniel can hardly be perceived as a beacon of faith in a time of 

persecution, since, as his narrative discloses, he lacks the pious faith of his biblical namesake 

 
116 Hutcheon 137. 
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and furthermore, acts as a persecutor of sorts himself towards Phyllis, his wife, whom he 

persecutes sexually.117 One such scene exemplifying Daniel Isaacson’s persecution, in which 

he terms Phyllis his “child bride” or “sex martyr” as he sexually exploits her, even directly 

follows the paragraph where the symbolic title “Daniel, a Beacon of Faith in a Time of 

Persecution” accorded to his biblical namesake is introduced (Doctorow 6). Yet Doctorow’s 

Daniel is also a survivor of past trauma, a child of parents executed for treason, which leaves 

him with questions for which he has no answers. And so he becomes an interpreter, ceaselessly 

investigating and analyzing the narratives of history for even the possibility of an answer in his 

own text full of enigmas and characterized by its shifting narration, as well as by its 

fragmentary structure and various forms including his memories and dissertational passages.118  

The biblical intertext thus engages with the text of The Book of Daniel in an ironically 

paradoxical way. On the one hand, the intertext functions to reaffirm the novel’s undertaking, 

its analytical questioning of the narratives or “visions” of history for their epistemological 

potential to offer interpretations and mediate knowledge, on the grounds of the upheld 

similarities between the two texts and between the roles of the two Daniels. On the other hand, 

it undercuts any perceived pretensions of The Book of Daniel to borrowed authority or 

legitimacy to impose a particular interpretation on the grounds of their contrasts, the differences 

between the two Daniels and their stories.119 In this sense, its employment is similar to the 

employment of the historical intertext of the Rosenberg case, for in both cases, the inscription 

of the intertext through its apparent similarities is subverted by its particular adaptation for the 

purposes of Doctorow’s novel, by the transgression of the familiar aspects of the text. This 

subversion via transgression of the intertexts utilized in the novel ultimately opens it up, allows 

for a ceaseless questioning without closing the circuit of analysis and interpretation, and thus 

 
117 Hutcheon 137. 
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prevents the investigations The Book of Daniel offers from becoming a mere totalizing 

perspective on the Rosenberg case.120 What emerges out Doctorow’s Book of Daniel instead is 

a mode of critical engagement with the forms of textuality and narrativity which govern the 

interpretations of history, as well as of the present reality, questioning their epistemological 

potential to mediate meaning and knowledge. 

This mode of critical engagement which emerges out of The Book of Daniel as a whole 

then only re-affirms the novel’s status as a postmodernist work of historiographic metafiction. 

The postmodern approach of the novel to history is already apparent in its treatment of the 

historical intertext of the Rosenberg case, the elusive nature of which provides through 

fictionalization the grounds for a critical re-thinking, an examination of the narratives and 

discourses of history which govern the interpretations of present reality. In its engagement with 

and investigations of history and historical narratives, as well as in its self-awareness and 

discontinuous, fragmentary structure, The Book of Daniel then ultimately refuses to impart and 

legitimate a particular interpretation, an illusive “truth”, and therefore also refuses to become 

yet another totalizing narrative. Instead, the novel clearly demonstrates the distinctively 

postmodern incredulity towards all such totalizing or grand narratives and proposes through its 

protagonist the notion of ceaseless analysis based on constant critical questioning that avoids 

producing interpretations which lead to totalization. Doctorow’s text continuously accentuates 

both in its form and its content that history is a product of narrativity, a human construct, and 

that it is only accessible through its texts and intertexts. As T.V. Reed remarks, it is then 

impossible to engage with either history or the present reality it engenders without giving up 

“the illusion that we can get wholly outside the forms that narrate us.”121  

 
120 Hutcheon 138. 
121 Reed 302. 
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As a postmodernist text within the genre of historiographic metafiction, The Book of 

Daniel acknowledges in its deconstructive undertakings of these forms the universal human 

urge to create order and produce meaning, but what the novel ultimately foregrounds and 

emphasizes is the nature of these orders and meanings as the products of conscious construction 

and mediation inevitably contaminated by subjectivity, not as objectively accessible, given 

entities.122 Fiction is thus shown to permeate both imaginative literature and historiography, 

finally reinstating both forms as related due to their shared narrative nature. In its 

deconstructive investigations of the nature and the functions of narrativity, The Book of Daniel 

therefore raises and problematizes the question of its epistemological potential for mediating 

objective knowledge which can be found in many works influenced by postmodernist thought 

and which constitutes one of the defining characteristics of historiographic metafiction. The 

critical questioning of The Book of Daniel thus invites such critical engagement on a larger 

scale, too, and encourages individual analysis of the forms which inform modes of thought and 

govern the perceptions of the present reality. 
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Conclusion 

 

This concludes the analysis of E. L. Doctorow’s Book of Daniel carried out by this 

thesis. The previous three chapters have explicated in detail the investigation of the nature and 

role of narrativity in governing thought and interpretation which permeates all levels of the 

novel – the plot, its technical realization via the utilization of metafictional narrative 

techniques, as well as the novel’s membership within the particular novelistic genre of 

historiographic metafiction and its affiliation with the cultural phenomenon of postmodernism. 

As has been demonstrated in this thesis, The Book of Daniel ultimately reveals the pervasive 

presence and influence of narrativity in all domains of life and all the discourses which inform 

it, including the discourses of politics or history, and thus dismantles the commonly held view 

that narrative is reserved to fiction and that historiography offers indisputably objective 

knowledge. What emerges from Daniel Isaacson’s meditations and the novel as a whole is thus 

an appeal for a critical engagement with the narratives of both history and the present reality it 

engenders which, like Daniel’s narrative, seeks to avoid totalization. 

 This becomes evident on the level of the plot in Daniel Isaacson’s deconstruction of the 

narratives surrounding his parents and their political trial, in which all examined narratives – 

the historiographic and the speculative ones alike – are revealed to contain an element of fiction 

which undermines their pretensions to objective factuality. Moreover, Daniel’s investigation 

demonstrates that the realities of all parties involved in the case or affected by it are ultimately 

defined and determined by narrativity. Both the Isaacsons and the state apparatus that convicted 

them were governed by an uncritical adherence to particular totalizing grand narratives, 

whether that of the Cold War or the grand narrative of communism, which provided them with 

a framework of interpretations and historical teleologies accounting for all aspects of life. Yet 

as becomes apparent from The Book of Daniel, all closed, complete narratives are totalizing 
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and restrict possibilities of interpretation or critical analysis and legitimate a particular 

perspective. Such is the case of Susan Isaacson, Daniel’s sister, whose worldview and actions 

were also informed by a narrative she accepted to be true concerning the political martyrdom 

of her parents which proved equally totalizing in the end, contributing to her premature death.  

The Book of Daniel therefore assumes a distinctively postmodern attitude towards the 

potential of narrativity to mediate objective knowledge and problematizes this notion, since as 

the eponymous Daniel demonstrates in his narrative, the subjectivity of the producer and the 

element of conscious manipulation are inherent to narrativity. These inherent aspects of 

narrativity are then accentuated by the metafictional techniques of narration utilized by the 

novel, which serve to achieve a deconstruction of the process of narration, of the act of writing. 

The constant foregrounding of the presence and the subjectivity of the narrator in command of 

the text via alternations in narrative voice, the narrator’s self-reflexive meditations on his 

choices of manipulation in terms of the narrative’s construction, as well as via his direct 

addresses of the reader mirror the deconstructive undertakings of the novel’s plot and continue 

the principal questioning of the epistemological potential of narrativity at the heart of The Book 

of Daniel. These techniques, together with the deliberately fragmentary structure of the text, 

deny it any possibility of being perceived as the work of detached historiographer and refute 

any pretensions to objectivity. The Book of Daniel thus reinstates that Daniel’s narrative, like 

any other, is ultimately a human construct that cannot avoid contamination by subjectivity and 

which inherently contains elements typically accorded to fiction. The narrative techniques of 

the novel, much like its plot, therefore intentionally blur the commonly upheld distinction 

between fact and fiction and instead accentuate that both the seemingly objective 

historiography and imaginative fiction are in their nature ultimately textual, that both are 

products of narrativity. 
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This notion of the close relationship between historiography and fiction, as well as the 

novel’s displayed incredulity toward all grand and totalizing narratives, furthermore 

demonstrate the novel’s affiliation with postmodernist thought and its membership within the 

genre of historiographic metafiction. The questioning of the epistemological potential of 

narrative and its power to influence one’s worldview undertaken in The Book of Daniel can be 

understood within this larger cultural context of postmodernism and postmodernist literature, 

as explicated in Chapter III of this thesis. The fact that The Book of Daniel is a postmodernist 

work of historiographic metafiction then also elucidates the novel’s particular approach to 

history which asserts its continuing presence as the grounds for a critical reevaluation. The 

postmodern sensibility of The Book of Daniel thus also accounts for the particular treatment of 

the novel’s historical intertext, the Rosenberg case, which the novel inscribes and subverts 

through fictionalization precisely as a means of opening history up to the possibility of a critical 

re-thinking of its forms and texts. For as historiographic metafictions and The Book of Daniel 

make apparent through both their thematics and technique, history, as well as the present reality 

it engenders, is not comprised of objective, natural truths, but that it is in its nature textual, a 

human construct much like fiction, and that it is only accessible through its texts and intertexts. 

It is then precisely this interplay of thematics and technique in The Book of Daniel 

which allows for the novel’s larger undertaking of the epistemological questioning of 

narrativity as a vehicle for the mediation of knowledge that holds the power to inform and 

govern one’s system of interpretation of the world. This thesis has also explored this interplay, 

the parallel and mutually supplementing deconstructive investigations of narrativity achieved 

both by the novel’s plot and the novel’s formal features which deviate from traditional 

novelistic conventions, and noted the resulting implicit proposition in The Book of Daniel of 

ceaseless, critical analysis as a modus operandi for its reader in engaging with the external 

world permeated by narrativity. This particular method of examining the realization of the 
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critical meditation on narrative in The Book of Daniel might then offer a proposal for a further 

examination of Doctorow’s oeuvre and its recurrent and continued concerns.  

As Geoffrey G. Harpham notes, much of the criticism of Doctorow’s fiction focuses 

primarily either on his social and political commentary of American history and “the American 

character” or his accomplishments in terms of formal innovation and experiment. Many 

examinations of Doctorow’s novels thus fail to approach these two aspects of his work as 

equally significant and as instrumental for the articulation of the principal concerns of 

Doctorow’s oeuvre, one of which is his continued meditation on narrative.123 Yet this thesis 

maintains the same view as Harpham that Doctorow’s fiction, including The Book of Daniel, 

should be approached in a manner that acknowledges and examines “how issues of narrative 

technique interpenetrate and constitute the political, social, or historical subjects of 

narrative.”124 

For not only The Book of Daniel, but Doctorow’s oeuvre in general demonstrates his 

“poetics of engagement,” his continued enterprise of producing fiction that is not only 

thematically appealing and aesthetically innovative and complex, but that also utilizes this 

skillful interaction of theme and technique to reflect and comment on larger political or social 

issues, to impose public manners on private life.125 Approaching and analyzing Doctorow’s 

fiction precisely for its interplay of thematics and technique may then constitute a method for 

a greater examination of the development of this continued project of critical engagement with 

contemporary sociopolitical matters through imaginative fiction.  
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