
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.  
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