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Abstract 

 

In his works, Pynchon engages the difficult concept of 

entropy and exposes how certain trends in contemporary 

culture and society, such as consumerism, exhibit tendencies 

similar to those of entropy. This observation has disturbing 

implications for contemporary culture and society, such as 

eventual cultural heat-death, where new ideas cease to 

develop, because all the useful intellectual energy has been 

exhausted. Therefore, I have decided to examine this concept 

of entropy and how Pynchon engages it in his works 

“Entropy,” The Crying of Lot 49 and Gravity’s Rainbow, which 

expose the main contributors to greater entropy and the 

disturbing implications of this concept for contemporary 

culture and society, some of which we are witnessing even 

today.  

 The two main scientific types of entropy, thermodynamic 

and that of information theory, are explored by Pynchon in 

his early short story “Entropy,” which I have analyzed in 

the second chapter of this thesis. As such, this short story 

provides an unobstructed view of Pynchon‟s early engagement 

with the concept of entropy, which increases in complexity 

in his later works The Crying of Lot 49 and Gravity’s 

Rainbow. 

 The Crying of Lot 49, explored in the third chapter of 

this thesis, indicates a considerable development of and 

change in Pynchon‟s perspective on the concept of entropy 

with the introduction of Maxwell‟s Demon. Despite the 

objections raised against this theoretical concept, it 

provides some hope of reversing the inexorable tendency 
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toward greater entropy and heat-death. This demon also 

represents the point where thermodynamics and information 

theory come together. Readers are prompted to actively 

participate in reversing the effects of entropy by sorting 

information encountered through the protagonist of the book, 

who, like the reader, also assumes a similar sorting role to 

that of Maxwell‟s Demon. Furthermore, The Crying of Lot 49 

exposes how consumerism and corporations that perpetuate it 

contribute to greater socio-cultural entropy and eventual 

heat-death. 

 Gravity’s Rainbow, which I have briefly examined in the 

fourth chapter, marks the height of Pynchon‟s engagement 

with the concept of entropy by providing a postmodern 

reading experience that is also highly entropic and 

threatens to exhaust readers engaged in an attempt to sort 

the huge abundance of information contained within, which 

subverts traditional reader expectations and reflects the 

chaos and excess of information in contemporary culture and 

society. Corporations, such as I.G. Farben most prominently, 

emerge as the main antagonists and instigators of entropy 

and acceleration toward heat-death not only by perpetuating 

unsustainable exploitation through consumerism, but also by 

fueling the war to create a market and demand for developing 

technologies of mass destruction, such as the V-2 rocket. 

  By devising his later works to yield widely 

differentiating interpretations through highly entropic 

reading experiences, Pynchon seems to counter the effects of 

entropy and promotes the circulation of unique intellectual 

ideas instead. Readers are enriched by the experience of 

active participation in the information sorting process and 
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become more experienced at distinguishing meaningful 

information from the excess of redundant and misleading, 

consumer oriented information that is spread by corporations 

through mass media in the contemporary world. By extension, 

this encourages readers to find their own interpretations of 

the chaotic, contemporary world permeated by consumerism, 

instead of accepting pre-arranged interpretations offered by 

mass media.   

 

Keywords: Thomas Pynchon, entropy, heat-death, consumerism, 

corporation, thermodynamics, information theory, Maxwell‟s 

Demon 
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Abstrakt 

 

Ve svých dílech se Pynchon zabývá složitým konceptem 

entropie a odhaluje, jak určité trendy v současné kultuře a 

společnosti, jako například konzumerismus, vykazují tendence 

podobné těm entropie. Tento objev odhaluje znepokojivé 

důsledky pro současnou kulturu a společnost, jako například 

tepelnou smrt kultury, kde se nové myšlenky přestanou 

rozvíjet, protože všechna intelektuální energie byla 

vyčerpána. Proto jsem se rozhodl prozkoumat tento pojem 

entropie, a jak se jím Pynchon zabývá ve svých dílech 

„Entropie,“ Dražba série č. 49 a Druhá Gravitace, které 

odhalují hlavní přispěvatele k větší entropii a znepokojivé 

důsledky tohoto pojmu pro současnou kulturu a společnost, z 

nichž některých jsme svědky už dnes. 

 Pynchon zkoumá dva hlavní dva druhy vědecké entropie, 

termodynamické a té informační teorie, v jeho rané povídce 

Entropie, kterou podrobně zkoumám ve druhé kapitole této 

práce. Tato povídka nabízí ničím nerušený pohled na to, jak 

se Pynchon zpočátku zabýval tématikou entropie, jejíž 

složitost se postupně zvyšuje v jeho pozdějších dílech 

Dražba série č. 49 a Druhá Gravitace. 

 Dražba série č. 49, kterou se zabývám ve třetí kapitole 

této práce, ukazuje značný vývoj a změnu v pohledu 

Pynchonova pojetí entropie zavedením Maxwellova démona. Přes 

námitky proti tomuto teoretickému konceptu, poskytuje naději 

zvrátit neúprosnou tendenci k vyšší entropii a tepelné 

smrti. Tento démon také představuje bod, kde se 

termodynamika a informační teorie setkávají. Čtenáři jsou 

vyzváni, aby se aktivně podíleli na obrácení účinků entropie 
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tříděním informací, které nachází hlavní protagonistka, 

která, stejně jako čtenáři, procesem třídění zaujímá 

podobnou roli jako Maxwellův démon. 

Kromě toho, Dražba série č. 49 odhaluje, jak konzumerismus a 

korporace, které popohání konzumerismus, přispívají k vyšší 

socio-kulturní entropii a konečné tepelné smrti. 

 Druhá Gravitace, kterou krátce rozebírám ve čtvrté 

kapitole této práce, značí vrchol Pynchonových snah s 

tématikou entropie tím, že poskytuje postmoderní čtenářskou 

zkušenost, která je také vysoce entropická a hrozí 

vyčerpáním čtenářů, kteří se snaží protřídit přemíru 

informací uvnitř knihy, což podvrací tradiční čtenářské 

očekávání a zároveň odráží chaos a přebytek informací v 

součásné kultuře a společnosti. Korporace, jako například 

I.G. Farben, vyvstávají jako hlavní antagonisté a iniciátoři 

entropie a zrychlení ke stavu tepelné smrti nejen tím, že 

popohání neudržitelné vykořisťování konzumerismem, ale také 

podněcováním války aby vytvořili trh a poptávku pro rozvoj 

technologií hromadného níčení, jako například rakety V-2. 

 Tím, že Pynchon vytvořil svá pozdější díla tak, aby 

umožnovala velmi odlišné interpretace vysoce entropickými 

čtenářskými zkušenostmi, se zdá, že obrací účinky entropie a 

naopak podporuje cirkulaci jedinečných intelektuálních 

nápadů. Čtenáři jsou obohaceni zkušeností aktivní účasti na 

procesu třídění informací a stávají se zkušenějšími v 

rozlišování smysluplných informací od nadbytečných a 

zavádějících informací orientovaných na konzumery a šířených 

prostřednictvím hromadných sdělovacích prostředků 

korporacemi v současném světě. V důsledku toho, jsou čtenáři 

nabádáni k tomu, aby hledali vlastní výklady současného 
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chaotického světa, který je prostoupený konzumerismem, místo 

toho, aby přijímali předpřipravené výklady nabízené 

hromadnými sdělovacími prostředky. 

 

Klíčová slova: Thomas Pynchon, entropie, tepelná smrt, 

konzumerismus, korporace, termodynamika, informační teorie, 

Maxwellův démon.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Thomas Pynchon is one of the most complex postmodern authors 

of our time and it is not surprising that his most profound 

works pose a significant challenge to readers and scholars 

alike by confronting them with intricate concepts that are 

difficult to comprehend, but once understood, become very 

rewarding to those diligent enough to grasp them. Although 

Thomas Pynchon concerns himself with a broad spectrum of 

subject matter and themes ranging from scientific fields to 

historical as a means of devising cultural satire, the 

concept of entropy emerges as a central one in most of his 

works, ever since he wrote the short story “Entropy.” 

Pynchon noticed that some cultural and social tendencies 

seem to follow the scientific theory of entropy, both in the 

thermodynamic sense and in that of information theory. 

However, the concept of entropy turned out to be so obscure 

that it eventually confounded even him, as he revealed in 

the introduction to Slow Learner, “Since I wrote this story 

[“Entropy”] I have kept trying to understand entropy, but my 

grasp becomes less sure the more I read.”
1
  This is 

reflected by his perspective on entropy changing and 

developing with each work since “Entropy,” but those I would 

like to focus on are The Crying of Lot 49 and Gravity’s 

Rainbow, since they seem to exhibit significantly diverging 

portrayals of entropy and its far reaching effects.  

 In this thesis I will argue that Thomas Pynchon seems 

to have devised these works to exemplify and adhere to 

different entropic principles in order to confront readers 

                                                 
1
 Thomas Pynchon, Slow Learner, (London: Jonathan Cape Ltd., 1985) 14. 
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with them and the dangers they may pose and to prompt 

readers to reduce the effects of entropy by assuming the 

role of a Maxwell‟s Demon to sort the excess of information 

within these works in order to achieve their own, uniquely 

different understanding of them, and, by extension, of the 

outside contemporary world filled with the excess of 

information produced by mass media, which perpetuates 

consumerism. Furthermore, by leaving his works open to a 

wide variety of interpretations, Pynchon reduces the 

probability of readers arriving at identical 

interpretations, and thus counters the inexorable entropic 

tendency toward sameness. Since each interpretation may be 

different, no one other than the particular reader can 

decide which information is relevant to his or her search 

for meaning, not unlike only each of us can discern which 

information is important to us from the overabundance of 

information made available through the mass media in our 

consumer culture. 

As mentioned earlier, there are two main scientific 

branches of entropy that Pynchon explores in his works, that 

of thermodynamics and that of information theory. 

Originally, Rudolf Clausius first proposed the term already 

in 1865 under the assumption that “energy” etymologically 

means “work-contents” as a term to denote the 

“transformation-contents” within a system.
2
 Clausius posited 

that, “the entropy of a system is the measure of the 

unavailability of its thermal energy for conversion into 

mechanical work”
3
 and that any transfer of heat within the 

                                                 
2
 “Entropy,” The Oxford English Dictionary, 2

nd
 ed. 1989, OED Online, Oxford University Press, 24 Jul. 

2011 <http://oed.com>. 
3
 “Entropy,” Def. 1, The Oxford English Dictionary. 

http://oed.com/
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system always increases the entropy of the whole system, 

meaning that the universe tends towards ever-increasing 

entropy.
4
 The transfer of heat was understood as the 

conversion of heat into mechanical work within heat 

engines.
5
 Thus, Clausius‟ definition established entropy in 

thermodynamics and the principle of entropy inevitably 

increasing in an isolated system formed the second law of 

thermodynamics, but the concept of entropy continued to be 

developed and challenged since then, revealing greater 

implications.  

Much later, Norbert Wiener reiterated and exposed some 

of the most disturbing implications of entropy in The Human 

Use of Human Beings, such as the heat-death of the universe 

when it has reached the highest level of entropy and no 

longer has any remaining energy to create mechanical work or 

motion. This inspired Pynchon to explore entropy further in 

the short story “Entropy,” as he stated in the introduction 

to Slow Learner.
6
 In The Human Use of Human Beings, Wiener 

provided a clear explanation of the heat-death tendency of 

the universe, 

As entropy increases, the universe, and all closed 

systems in the universe, tend naturally to deteriorate 

and lose their distinctiveness, to move from the least 

to the most probable state, from a state of 

organization and differentiation in which distinctions 

and forms exist, to a state of chaos and sameness.
7
 

Several of these thermodynamic entropic notions and 

implications resurface in Pynchon‟s “Entropy” and more 

subtly even in his later works.  

                                                 
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Slow Learner, 12. 

6
 Ibid., 13. 

7
 Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings, (London: Sphere Books Ltd., 1968) 15. 
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The term entropy eventually re-emerged in information 

theory as the “measure of the average information rate of a 

message or language,”
8
 nearly one hundred years after 

Clausius coined it. As Norbert Wiener elucidates in The 

Human Use of Human Beings, information is what we receive 

and impart to interact with or control our outside 

environment
9
, but all forms of information become less 

organized and less coherent in transfer, which is an 

entropic tendency, 

In control and communication we are always fighting 

nature‟s tendency to degrade the organized and destroy 

the meaningful; the tendency, as Gibbs has shown us, 

for entropy to increase.
10
 

Thus, in order for the content or information of messages to 

be conveyed from one source to another, the entropy or 

distortion of the message must be counteracted with 

redundant information,
11
 therefore, 

The information carried by a message is essentially the 

negative of its entropy, and the negative logarithm of 

its probability. That is, the more probable the 

message, the less information it gives.
12
 

 

Thomas Pynchon investigates entropy in the information 

theory sense to a greater extent in his work The Crying of 

Lot 49 and even more so, implicitly, through the highly 

entropic method of exposition in Gravity’s Rainbow.

                                                 
8
 “Entropy,” Def. 2a, The Oxford English Dictionary. 

9
 Wiener, 19. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Zephyr P. Stuart, “Entropy,” San Narciso Community College, Feb. 1997, 23 Jul. 2011 

<http://www.pynchon.pomona.edu/entropy/index.html>. 
12

 Wiener, 20. 

http://www.pynchon.pomona.edu/entropy/index.html
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Chapter 2: Pynchon’s Early Exploration of the Concept 

   of Entropy in the Short Story “Entropy” 

 

Although Pynchon expressed dissatisfaction with his 

short story “Entropy” and criticized it in Slow Learner, “It 

is simply wrong to begin with a theme, symbol or other 

abstract unifying agent, and then try to force characters 

and events to conform to it,”
1
 it is in this early work that 

the notion of entropy first appears. The clear and explicit 

depiction of basic entropic notions serves as a blueprint to 

much of the more complex entropic tendencies in Pynchon‟s 

later works as his perspective on entropy developed, such as 

in Gravity’s Rainbow, where the concept only emerges 

implicitly. As mentioned earlier, Pynchon‟s perspective on 

the concept of entropy also developed and changed after 

writing “Entropy” as he gradually found out more about the 

subject, “Since I wrote this [Entropy] story I have kept 

trying to understand entropy.”
2
 His uncertainty of this 

concept may be reflected by the obscure depiction of it in 

his later books, evidenced by his statement about it in the 

introduction to Slow Learner, “But the qualities and 

quantities will not come together to form a unified notion 

in my head.”
3
 Thus, “Entropy” serves as the best starting 

point in unraveling how Pynchon incorporates the 

sophisticated concept of entropy, since it surprisingly 

becomes less lucid the more Pynchon learns, reflecting his 

concerns from the introduction. 

                                                 
1
 Slow Learner, 12. 

2
 Ibid., 14. 

3
 Ibid. 
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The epigraph of “Entropy”, taken from Henry Miller‟s 

Tropic of Cancer, foreshadows the apocalyptic setting of the 

short story and the general tendency of entropy towards the 

state of highest probability or uniformity, which leads to 

the aforementioned heat-death, “The weather will continue 

bad . . . There will be more calamities, more death, more 

despair. Not the slightest indication of a change anywhere. 

. . .”
4
 Two distinct apartments form the setting of the 

story, each representing one of the two aforementioned 

scientific fields of entropy, that of information theory and 

that of thermodynamics. Through the brief events that 

transpire in these two apartments, Pynchon reveals, how 

certain social and cultural tendencies in the United States 

of America seemed to follow the principles of scientific 

entropy at the time. As he later put it, the story did not 

give him the impression of entropic bleakness as much as 

simply being an imitation of “how the „50‟s were for some 

folks,”
5
 because, “One year of those times was much like 

another. . . . , there was a lot of aimlessness going 

around,”
6
 not unlike the chaotic sameness of a highly 

entropic state. 

“Entropy” begins in February of 1957 in Washington D.C. 

with Meatball Mulligan‟s “lease-breaking” party that has 

lasted for nearly forty hours in his apartment on the third 

floor. It is in this apartment, that we encounter the 

depiction of events following the tendencies of 

communication theory entropy. Mulligan‟s apartment turns out 

to be in considerable disarray as the highly diverse party 

                                                 
4
 “Entropy,” 81. 

5
 Slow Learner, 14. 

6
 Ibid. 
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guests are revealed occupying specific rooms of the 

apartment in a drunken stupor and under the influence of 

drugs, such as Sandor Rojas, a former Hungarian Freedom 

fighter, and his three friends, “On the kitchen floor, amid 

a litter of empty champagne fifths, . . . staying awake on 

Heidseck and benzedrine [sic] pills,”
7
 the members of the 

Duke di Angelis quartet jazz group, Duke, Vincent, Krinkles 

and Paco, “sat crouched over a 15-inch speaker which had 

been bolted into the top of a wastepaper basket, listening 

to 27 watts‟ worth of The Heroes’ Gate at Kiev,”
8
 with 

cannabis sativa cigarettes in the living room or the State 

Department and NSA government girls who, “had passed out on 

couches, chairs and in one case the bathroom sink.”
9
 These 

guests seem to be exactly the kind of “folks” Pynchon 

mentions in the introduction, for whom the 1950‟s resembled 

chaotic sameness, which indicates a highly entropic state. 

As the story progresses, it becomes increasingly 

apparent that the party guests are alienated not only from 

each other, but also from society by remaining detached from 

the outside world at the party for such an extended period 

of time. This contributes to Mulligan‟s apartment reaching a 

higher state of entropy, as understood by information 

theory, because it causes distortion or “noise” in 

communication and the content or “signal” of the message 

becomes too incoherent to be received and understood by the 

recipient, which leads to a break-down in communication. In 

Mulligan‟s neighbor, Saul, we find one such alienated 

individual, who is mistaken for a burglar when he 

                                                 
7
 “Entropy,” 81. 

8
 Ibid. 

9
 Ibid., 81-82. 
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indifferently arrives at the window instead of the door, “A 

shaggy woebegone figure stood out on the fire escape, raking 

his fingernails down the windowpane,”
10
 and then rather sits 

on a kitchen apparatus instead of a chair, “Sitting on the 

stove, Saul was like any big rag doll that a kid has been 

taking out some incomprehensible rage on,”
11
 violating social 

conventions without much concern.  

We find out that Saul is also alienated from his wife 

Miriam over a breakdown in communication regarding 

communication theory, symbolized by the broken window, “and 

when the glass broke I reckon something in her broke too. 

She stormed out of the house crying, out in the rain.”
12
 Saul 

explains that Miriam is troubled by computer behavior 

resembling that of humans and reveals what enraged her, “I 

made the mistake of saying you can just as well turn that 

around and talk about human behavior like a program fed into 

an IBM machine,”
13
 echoing Norbert Wiener‟s theory of living 

organisms and machines sharing the ability to decrease 

entropy by making decisions based upon processing and 

sorting information, “The machine, like the living organism, 

is . . . a device which locally and temporarily seems to 

resist the general tendency for the increase of entropy.”
14
 

Part of this theory is based upon the assumption that, “The 

synapse in the living organism corresponds to the switching 

device in the machine,”
15
 indicating that there truly are 

remarkable similarities between human behavior and that of 

complex machines. 

                                                 
10

 Ibid., 86. 
11

 Ibid., 89. 
12

 Ibid., 89. 
13

 Ibid., 90. 
14

 Wiener, 33. 
15

 Ibid. 
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Meatball Mulligan is not surprised by Saul‟s retort 

about human behavior resembling computer behavior and Saul 

elaborates upon the subject further, “In fact, it is sort of 

crucial to communication, not to mention information 

theory,”
16
 which becomes the most obvious explicit clue of 

which field of science the entropy in Mulligan‟s apartment 

pertains to, that of information theory. Saul eventually 

exemplifies the issue of “noise” on the sentence: I love 

you, 

No trouble with two-thirds of that, it‟s a closed 

circuit. . . . But that nasty four-letter word in the 

middle, that’s the one you have to look out for. 

Ambiguity. Redundance. Irrelevance, even. Leakage. All 

this is noise.
17
 

He then brings attention to the aforementioned relation of 

“noise” to “signal”, “Noise screws up your signal, makes for 

disorganization in the circuit,”
18
 but it is not just Saul‟s 

circuit that “noise” disorganizes, it is also the organized 

content or “signal” of any message in information theory as 

an entropic tendency. 

Ironically, despite Saul‟s understanding of noise in 

communication theory, there is a surprising amount of 

miscommunication surrounding his actions, comments and 

understanding of other people, such as when he is mistaken 

for a second-story man because he does not use the door or 

when he cannot fathom the reason behind his wife‟s rage, 

“And I can‟t figure out why. If anybody should know why, I 

should,”
19
 then again when he carelessly discards Meatball‟s 

                                                 
16

“Entropy,” 90. 
17

 Ibid.,  90-91. 
18

 Ibid., 91. 
19

 Ibid. 
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suggestion, “Dehumanized. How much more human can I get?”
20
 

Then once more when he implies that most human interaction 

is “noise,” as Meatball clarifies, “Well now, Saul, . . . 

you‟re sort of, I don‟t know, expecting a lot from people. I 

mean, you know. What it is is, most of the things we say, I 

guess, are mostly noise,”
21
 and finally, when Meatball tries 

to explain the reason why Miriam got upset, “By „human 

being‟ you meant something that you can look at like it was 

a computer. It helps you think better on the job or 

something. But Miriam meant something entirely –,”
22
 Saul 

interrupts Meatball with a comment consisting of only 

“noise”, “The hell with it,”
23
 just as the conclusion is 

about to be revealed and its content or “signal” is 

distorted and lost in transmission, “Meatball fell silent.”
24
 

Thus, the extent of Saul‟s alienation from society and human 

beings due to his profession, as suggested by Meatball, 

causes too much entropic “noise” and distortion for him to 

receive and transmit information clearly and by extension, 

to understand and to be understood by other human beings. 

Another instance of “noise” distorting communication 

occurs when the five seamen obtrusively barge into 

Mulligan‟s apartment in “varying stages of abomination”
25
 and 

mistake the location for a brothel, “This here is the 

hoorhouse [sic] that chief was telling us about.”
26
 Their 

“abominable” appearance and behavior alienates them and 

others from them as well, which causes “noise” and 

                                                 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Ibid. 
25

 Ibid., 92. 
26

 Ibid. 
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interference in Mulligan‟s attempts to communicate to them 

that their information is incorrect and that the apartment 

is not a brothel, “No, . . . no, I‟m afraid not. This is not 

a house of ill repute,”
27
 evident from Mulligan‟s message 

being transmitted, but not received or understood by the 

sailors, as seen from Slab‟s reaction, “Slab was adamant. 

„But the chief said,‟ he kept repeating,”
28
 whereupon 

Mulligan realizes that it is beyond his ability to convince 

them and tries to find help, “Meatball looked around 

frantically, as if seeking assistance.”
29
 The entropy or 

“noise” distorting Meatball‟s message seems to be too high 

to be understood properly by the sailors, despite Mulligan‟s 

repetition of the “no” and “not” content of the message, so 

he attempts to find help to convey the information, which 

would strengthen the message or “signal” sufficiently enough 

to overcome the interference. 

Unfortunately, all Meatball finds is another instance 

of alienation contributing to a higher state of entropy of 

his apartment in his immediate vicinity:  

In the middle of the room, the Duke di Angelis quartet 

were engaged in a historic moment. Vincent was seated 

and the others standing: they were going through the 

motions of a group having a session, only without 

instruments.
30
 

Upon attempting to communicate with the musicians, Mulligan 

finds that it is equally impossible when he is first ignored 

and then asked to be silent, “‟I say,‟ Meatball said. Duke 

moved his head a few times, smiled faintly, lit a cigarette, 

and eventually caught sight of Meatball. „Quiet, man,‟ he 

                                                 
27

 Ibid., 94. 
28

 Ibid. 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Ibid. 
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whispered.”
31
 He is then disregarded again after the silent 

performance despite repeating his message, “Meatball glared 

at him [Duke]. „I say,‟ he said,”
32
 as Duke entangles 

Meatball in a discussion about his new idea of music, 

distracting him from whatever it was that he originally 

wanted to say. 

When Mulligan realizes that the musicians are 

attempting to imagine all the key features of music in their 

heads, he once again attempts to communicate an objection to 

Duke, “Meatball looked at Duke, awed. „But,‟ he said,”
33
 only 

to be interrupted by Duke, “‟Well,‟ Duke said modestly, 

„there are a few bugs to work out‟,”
34
 prompting him to 

repeat the attempt to no avail, because it is interrupted 

again, “‟Just listen,‟ Duke said. „You‟ll catch on.‟ And off 

they went again into orbit, presumably somewhere around the 

asteroid belt.”
35
 The distant location that the musicians are 

heading to, along with the title of their album, Songs of 

Outer Space
36
 and the desire to practice music that no one 

can hear, reflects the extent of their alienation from 

society and other people, which, as mentioned earlier, is a 

contributing factor to entropic noise as understood by 

information theory that distorts the signal. This is most 

likely the reason why Mulligan cannot even complete some of 

the messages that he is attempting to convey to Duke, since 

the spatial extent of alienation is causing some of his 

messages to be silenced out by the amount of distortion and 

“noise” on the receiving end of the musicians.  

                                                 
31

 Ibid. 
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Ibid., 95. 
34

 Ibid. 
35

 Ibid. 
36

 Ibid., 81. 



 

 

13 

 

By removing themselves further from the rest of the 

party revelers and moving into an isolated private sphere of 

their own idea of music, the musicians alienate themselves 

from the guests and even from each other to a greater 

extent, which leads to a breakdown in communication not only 

with Meatball, but also even between them. This failure of 

communication is also evidenced by the confusion they 

encounter when attempting to perform music in their minds. 

Krinkles ends up imagining and performing the song “I‟ll 

Remember April”
37
 instead of “These Foolish Things”

38
 like 

the other musicians and when they finally straighten that 

out, another one of them plays the wrong scale, “only it 

seemed Paco was playing in G sharp while the rest were in E 

flat, so they had to start all over.“
39
 Since this unorthodox 

form of music is devoid of any sound or other coordinating 

signs, it no longer communicates any information to the 

audience or even to the musicians for them to be able to 

follow it, in order to perform it in an organized fashion. 

Without conveying or receiving any information between each 

other, they are unable to coordinate their performance and 

descend into a state of higher entropy or chaos.  

Duke also implies a complete lack of any form of order 

in his correction of Krinkles, “No, man, back to the airless 

void,”
40
 where the “airless void” exemplifies the highest 

state of entropy, where everything has become uniform and 

undifferentiated, such as in the vast pockets of emptiness 

in outer space. Furthermore, without air to create 

vibrations in, sound cannot occur, just as meaningful 
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communication cannot occur in a high state of entropy as 

understood by information theory, because the “signal” of 

the message becomes too distorted by “noise” and organized 

messages become too disorganized to be received or 

understood. Thus, the musicians at this point are a 

precursor to Meatball Mulligan‟s apartment reaching an even 

higher state of entropy, where meaningful communication is 

no longer possible, due to the “signal” interference caused 

by “noise.” This leads to the complete breakdown of 

communication and cessation of attempts to communicate 

further, such as when Meatball ceases his attempts to 

convince the sailors of their mistake, when he tries to 

communicate with Duke to no avail or when Saul‟s discussion 

of communication theory with his wife, Miriam, culminates in 

violence earlier, “She [Miriam] ended up throwing a Handbook 

of Chemistry and Physics at me [Saul], only it missed and 

went out the window.”
41
 

The chaos in Meatball Mulligan‟s apartment takes a 

quick turn for the worse as meaningful communication ceases 

entirely and the guests alienate themselves further from 

each other by moving towards private spheres of activity 

that are symptomatic of the escalating miscommunication, 

such as the morra players, who are most likely attempting to 

settle a dispute that ordinary words could not, “There was a 

two-handed, bilingual morra game on over by the icebox,”
42
 

but it soon turns out to be equally fruitless, because the 

involved parties cannot understand each other, “The morra 

players were nose-to-nose, screaming trios, sette at the 
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tops of their lungs.”
43
 At first glance, this 

miscommunication appears to be due to a language barrier 

between French and Italian, but as Saul points out to 

Meatball earlier, it is just another form of “noise” 

distorting the “signal” of the message, “No, ace, it is not 

a barrier. If it‟s anything it‟s a kind of leakage. . . . 

Ambiguity. Redundance. Irrelevance, even. Leakage. All this 

is noise.”
44
 Since the messages of the morra players become 

lost in transmission, the players shout at each other in 

vain to strengthen the “signal” and counter the “noise”, but 

the “noise” interfering between the two languages is too 

great, to overcome in such a way. 

We find Saul further removed or alienated from the 

other party revelers and engaged in a private activity that 

is symptomatic of miscommunication as well, “Saul had filled 

several paper bags with water and was sitting on the fire 

escape, dropping them on passersby in the street.”
45
 Since 

Meatball Mulligan “abandoned Saul to a bottle of tequila . . 

. ,”
46
 earlier, after being unable to alleviate Saul‟s 

frustration with an explanation due to communication 

failing, Saul‟s frustration over being unable to communicate 

with his wife seems to escalate to exerting it upon random 

people passing below with his malicious prank of dropping 

water bags. Saul is not shown to have a connection with 

anyone else in the apartment, other than Meatball, so when 

his frustration is not resolved due to miscommunication and 

Meatball leaves him alone, he also descends into greater 

entropy or confusion and spreads that confusion to random 
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people even outside of the apartment, causing more chaos and 

entropy.  

The entropy in Meatball Mulligan‟s apartment continues 

to increase, as a “fat government girl”
47
 provokes the 

sailors into a brawl by hitting the one named Slab with her 

head, “Figuring this was as good an excuse for a fight as 

any, Slab‟s buddies piled in,”
48
 while the girl found 

sleeping in the sink and moved to the shower earlier
49
 

expresses her fear of drowning, “She had apparently sat on 

the drain and the water was now up to her neck,”
50
 until 

finally, the combined cacophony and disorder created by all 

of the aforementioned parties observed since the silent 

performance of the quartet results in a state of entropy or 

disorder, “The noise in Meatball‟s apartment had reached a 

sustained, ungodly crescendo,”
51
 that not even Mulligan can 

comfortably ignore anymore, as he contemplates what to do 

next,  

The way he [Meatball] figured, there were only about 

two ways he could cope: (a) lock himself in the closet 

and maybe eventually they would all go away, or (b) try 

to calm everybody down, one by one. (a) was certainly 

the more attractive alternative.
52
 

The first option is not unlike the alienating tendency 

observed amongst most of the guests, who seclude themselves 

in private spheres of their own and disregard everything 

beyond those spheres as a result of being unable to achieve 

meaningful communication between each other, because their 

messages are lost in transit, distorted by “noise.” Such 
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distortion is a natural tendency towards disorganization and 

entropy in information theory, as explained by Wiener,  

In control and communication we are always fighting 

nature‟s tendency to degrade the organized and to 

destroy the meaningful; the tendency, as Gibbs has 

shown us, for entropy to increase.
53
 

The party reveler‟s alienation from society and by 

extension, from each other, causes interference or “noise” 

in their attempts to communicate with the other people at 

the party, leading to miscommunication that discourages them 

from attempting to communicate at all, which, in turn, leads 

to more misunderstanding, confusion, chaos and entropy in 

the apartment. Thus, if Meatball were to follow their 

example, which follows the natural tendency of entropy to 

increase, and withdraw himself from the guests and events in 

the apartment too, the entropy and chaos would most likely 

simply continue to increase. Meatball‟s absence would not 

stop the arrival of new guests that would continue to 

perpetuate the party by bringing more alcohol with them, 

like the sailors, who simply forced their way into the 

apartment with moonshine, “. . . holding a Mason jar full of 

white lightning,”
54
 or the students of philosophy even before 

them with wine, “They [three coeds] were each holding a 

gallon of Chianti.”
55
 

Mulligan briefly considers the easier option of 

isolating himself from the chaos in the closet, but realizes 

that he does “not feature being alone”
56
 and that the piece 

of furniture would not resist the ensuing entropy either, 

because the sailors “might take it upon themselves to kick 
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down the closet door, for a lark.”
57
 Finally, he concludes 

that the harder option is preferable to the easier one, “The 

other way was more a pain in the neck, but probably better 

in the long run,”
58
 and decides to counter the descent into 

greater chaos and entropy in his apartment even though it 

requires more effort and work to impose order against the 

natural course of entropy: 

So he [Meatball] decided to try and keep his lease-

breaking party from deteriorating into total chaos; he 

gave wine to the sailors and separated the morra 

players; . . . he helped the girl in the shower to dry 

off and get into bed; he had another talk with Saul; he 

called a repairman for the refrigerator, which someone 

had discovered was on the blink.
59
  

As mentioned earlier, according to Wiener, 

In control and communication we are always fighting 

nature‟s tendency to degrade the organized and to 

destroy the meaningful; the tendency, as Gibbs has 

shown us, for entropy to increase.
60
 

Therefore, the process of increasing entropy or chaos is 

automatic and in order to counter it and create order, 

additional effort and work is required, such as in 

Mulligan‟s case, when it takes him the rest of the day to 

organize the chaos and disorder in his apartment, “This is 

what he did until nightfall, when the revelers had passed 

out and the party trembled on the threshold of its third 

day.”
61
 

As specified prior, the state of Mulligan‟s apartment 

not only exemplifies entropy as understood by information 

theory, but also reflects the confusion and lack of purpose 
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Pynchon perceived in American consumer society at the time, 

during the 1950‟s,  

One year of those times was much like another. One of 

the most pernicious effects of the ‟50‟s was to 

convince the people growing up during them that it 

would last forever. . . ., there was a lot of 

aimlessness going around. . . . , there seemed no 

reason why it should all not just go on as it was.
62
 

This is symptomatic of the chaotic, undifferentiated 

sameness of a highly entropic state and also adheres to 

Norbert Wiener‟s statement about the world around us, “We 

are immersed in a life in which the world as a whole obeys 

the second law of thermodynamics: confusion increases and 

order decreases.”
63
 However, this does not necessarily mean 

that the level of entropy is the same everywhere, because, 

“There are local and temporary islands of decreasing entropy 

in a world in which the entropy as a whole tends to increase 

. . . .”
64
 One such temporary island is found in Callisto‟s 

apartment, which is the second apartment in “Entropy,” 

directly above Meatball‟s apartment. 

As stated much earlier, the effects of entropy, as 

understood in thermodynamics, which is the science concerned 

with the correlations between mechanical energy and heat and 

how they convert from one to the other, are exemplified 

through Callisto‟s apartment and its inhabitants. The 

apartment itself is depicted as a completely isolated 

artificial greenhouse: “Hermetically sealed, it was a tiny 

enclave of regularity in the city‟s chaos, alien to the 

vagaries of the weather, of national politics, of any civil 
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disorder.”
65
 It represents a temporary pocket of order, 

amidst the increasing disorder or entropy of the external 

world, exemplified by the aforementioned events that 

transpire in Mulligan‟s apartment directly below. The amount 

of energy that Callisto has had to exert to create this 

local and temporary island to resist the effects of entropy 

is reflected by the amount of time it has taken him: “this 

hothouse jungle it had taken him seven years to weave 

together.”
66
 The amount of time spent is much greater than 

the amount of energy Mulligan spent to create a lesser 

degree of local and temporary order amongst the guests in 

his apartment.  

The temperature in Callisto‟s “hothouse jungle” is not 

revealed, but the temperature outside remains stagnant, even 

though the weather is going through extreme changes: 

Outside there was rain. . . . The day before, it had 

snowed and the day before that there had been winds of 

gale force and before that the sun had made the city 

glitter bright as April, though the calendar read early 

February.
67
 

This reflects the chaotic sameness of a highly entropic 

state and the epigraph from Tropic of Cancer, “There will be 

more calamities, more death, more despair. Not the slightest 

indication of a change anywhere. . . . [sic],”
68
 

foreshadowing the inexorable entropic apocalypse. Unlike the 

weather forecaster‟s dismal personal opinion in the 

epigraph, “The weather will continue to be bad, . . .”
69
 the 

forecasters in “Entropy” assert the contrary of the state of 

highest probability or entropy, “the meteorologists, day-to-
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day, staved it [heat-death] off by contradicting with a 

reassuring array of varied temperatures,”
70
 which suggests 

that the mass media may be misinforming the public to avoid 

panic. Callisto takes note of this as he closely monitors 

the outside temperature with the help of the other 

inhabitant, Aubade, and recognizes in it a symptom of a 

highly entropic state or even heat-death, “But for three 

days now, despite the changeful weather, the mercury had 

stayed at 37 degrees Fahrenheit. Leery at omens of 

apocalypse, Callisto shifted beneath he covers.”
71
 37 degrees 

Fahrenheit is only about 2.77 degrees Celsius, but 

corresponds to the temperature of the human body in Celsius, 

as Pynchon mentions in the introduction of Slow Learner, 

“For instance, I chose 37 degrees Fahrenheit for an 

equilibrium point because 37 degrees Celsius is the 

temperature of the human body.”
72
 

Unlike Meatball Mulligan, who invited the chaos and 

disorder of the outside world into his apartment and has 

become affected by it, Callisto has removed himself from the 

disorganized outside world and isolated himself within a 

local and temporary island of ecological balance or order in 

his apartment, which we are told neither he, nor Aubade, 

ever leave, “What they needed from the outside was 

delivered. They did not go out,”
73
 in an attempt to avoid 

succumbing to the ensuing disorganizing tendency of entropy, 

which leads to increased uniformity, much like that of the 

weather outside with its unchanging temperature. Callisto 

turns out to be greatly troubled by the larger implications 
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of the inexorable tendency toward greater entropy, “The 

cosmologists had predicted an eventual heat-death for the 

universe (something like Limbo: form and motion abolished, 

heat energy identical at every point in it),”
74
 and even more 

so when he realizes that the scientific tendency toward 

greater entropy and heat-death extends beyond science to 

everything in the world around him: 

The horrible significance of it all dawned on him 

[Callisto]: only then did he realize that the isolated 

system – galaxy, engine, human being, culture, whatever 

– must evolve spontaneously toward the Condition of the 

More Probable.
75
 

What Callisto describes, is the tendency toward chaotic 

uniformity of entropy and eventual heat-death. 

Much like Pynchon, Callisto discovers “in entropy or 

the measure of disorganization for a closed system an 

adequate metaphor to apply to certain phenomena in his own 

world,”
76
 and illustrates this with a few instances, “He saw, 

for example, the younger generation responding to Madison 

Avenue with the same spleen his own had once reserved for 

Wall Street . . . ,”
77
 where Madison Avenue is a symbol of 

the advertising industry that perpetuated American 

consumerism through mass media and Wall Street symbolizes 

American capitalism and finance. Callisto then reveals the 

connection between consumerism and entropy: 

In American „consumerism‟ [Callisto] discovered a 

similar tendency from the least to the most probable, 

from differentiation to sameness, from ordered 

individuality to a kind of chaos.
78
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This suggests that the effects of consumerism contribute to 

greater entropy, because the observed tendencies correspond 

closely to those of entropy. Until finally, Callisto 

conceives that just as entropy increases in a closed system 

and inevitably leads to heat-death, so too must society, as 

he pictures, 

[A] heat-death for his culture in which ideas, like 

heat-energy, would no longer be transferred, since each 

point in it would ultimately have the same quantity of 

energy; and intellectual motion would, accordingly, 

cease.
79
 

Despite Callisto‟s meticulous attempts to create a 

local and temporary island of order or ecological balance in 

his apartment, the death of the bird he tried to bring back 

to health for the past three days by transferring heat 

indicates, that even Callisto‟s “hothouse jungle” has 

reached a state of high probability, high entropy and 

possibly even heat-death, where the transfer of heat-energy 

is no longer possible, as mentioned before, because the 

system has uniform heat-energy everywhere, which is also 

evident from his surprised protest, 

I held him [the bird], to give him the warmth of my 

body. Almost as if I were communicating life to him, or 

a sense of life. What has happened? Has the transfer of 

heat ceased to work? Is there no more . . . [sic].
80
 

The transfer of heat from one source to another requires a 

difference of heat-energy, but since the temperature of an 

artificial greenhouse is constant and “hothouse jungle” 

suggests the presence of tropical plants, it is possible 

that the temperature or heat-energy of the hermetically 

sealed apartment and the inhabitants in it has become the 
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same and uniform, adhering to the inevitable tendency of 

entropy to increase within a closed system and confirming 

Callisto‟s fear of heat-death with the absence of heat-

energy difference to transfer heat. Realizing that the 

apartment has succumbed to the inexorable effects of entropy 

and that there is no escape from it, Aubade reconnects the 

apartment to the outside world by breaking a window and 

slowly awaits the unavoidable heat-death, 

. . . until the moment of equilibrium was reached, when 

37 degrees Fahrenheit should prevail both outside and 

inside, and forever, and the hovering, curious dominant 

of their separate lives should resolve into a tonic of 

darkness and the final absence of all motion.
81
 

While Thomas Pynchon presents the looming despair of 

inevitable heat-death of thermodynamic entropy and the 

inexorable tendency of meaningful communication to 

disintegrate due to interference of information theory 

entropy in the short story “Entropy,” his perspective on the 

concept of entropy changes and develops in his following 

novel, The Crying of Lot 49, with the proposed counteragent 

to entropy: Maxwell‟s demon. Although Clerk Maxwell‟s 

theoretical concept of Maxwell‟s demon reversing the effects 

of entropy sounded promising at first and gave some hope of 

resisting heat-death, later scientific developments in 

fields such as information theory revealed a number of 

issues with the concept, some of which surface in The Crying 

of Lot 49, that put the whole idea in question.
82

                                                 
81

 Ibid., 98. 
82

 Wiener, 28-29. 



 

 

25 

 

Chapter 3: The Introduction of Maxwell’s Demon in Pynchon’s 

   Concept of Entropy in The Crying of Lot 49 

 

Unlike in “Entropy” with each type of entropy 

pertaining to one of the apartments, Thomas Pynchon no 

longer provides such clear differentiations between them in 

The Crying of Lot 49, but rather implicitly reveals features 

of both as they occur throughout the events in the book, as 

observed by the main protagonist, Oedipa Maas. In doing so, 

Pynchon conveys his observation of the similar tendencies 

between American consumer culture and those of thermodynamic 

entropy and information theory to the reader. Although the 

outlook of culture following the same principles as 

thermodynamic or information theory entropy and progressing 

towards inevitable heat-death is bleak, Pynchon‟s tone in 

The Crying of Lot 49 is not as hopeless or apocalyptic as in 

“Entropy” due to a potential alternative. Pynchon provides a 

certain amount of hope of resisting cultural heat death by 

assuming a role much like that of what the physicist Clerk 

Maxwell envisioned in his 1871 hypothesis in Theory of Heat 

for his demon, which came to be named after him.
1
 

Maxwell conceived the demon as an entity that operates 

a door between two enclosed spaces of a closed system, 

filled with fast- and slow-moving molecules. By allowing the 

fast-moving, high-energy molecules to pass only into one of 

the spaces and the slow-moving, low-energy molecules to pass 

only into the other space, the demon would raise the 

temperature of the space with the fast-moving molecules and 

lower the temperature of the other space, without expending 
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any physical work. In doing so, the demon would be violating 

the second law of thermodynamics,
2
 which, as Norbert Wiener 

puts it, “tells us that energy spontaneously runs downhill 

in temperature,”
3
 causing greater entropy within a closed 

system and eventually, heat-death. Thus, as Norbert Wiener 

concludes, “In other words, the Maxwell demon seems to 

overcome the tendency of entropy to increase,”
4
 but the 

demon also seems to reverse the natural tendency of entropy 

by causing an increase in energy temperature in the space 

with fast-moving molecules as a result of the sorting 

process. 

However, Wiener then proceeds to point out a central 

issue with Maxwell‟s demon, as does Oedipa Maas when she 

asks, “Sorting isn‟t work?”
5
 Oedipa expresses this objection 

in response to Stanley Koteks‟ explanation of the Maxwell 

demon: 

Since the Demon only sat and sorted, you wouldn‟t have 

to put any real work into the system. So you would be 

violating the Second Law of Thermodynamics, getting 

something for nothing, causing perpetual motion.
6
 

Koteks responds to Oedipa‟s objection by explaining that 

mental work is not considered mechanical work, as understood 

by thermodynamics.
7
 Norbert Wiener explains the issue of 

mental sorting with the Maxwell demon as “a very interesting 

distinction between the physics of our grandfathers and that 

of the present day. In nineteenth-century physics, it seemed 

to cost nothing to get information.”
8
 Thus, the Maxwell 

                                                 
2
 Grant, 68. 

3
 Wiener, 29. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49, (New York: Harper & Row, 1990) 86. 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Wiener, 29. 



 

 

27 

 

demon could operate under this assumption, but developments 

in physics since that assumption had progressed to the point 

of realizing “that the demon can only gain the information 

with which it opens or closes the door from something like a 

sense organ which for these purposes is an eye.”
9
 

In order to be able to gather information about the 

molecules, such a sense organ requires light to come into 

contact with it and with the observed particles. 

Unfortunately, if the light and the molecules are in a state 

of balance, they become indistinguishable from each other 

and the eye is rendered incapable of perceiving the location 

or velocity of the molecules at all. Even if the light and 

the molecules are not in a state of balance initially, the 

interaction between the light and the molecules will 

eventually result in a balanced state, rendering the demon‟s 

sorting capability only temporary at best.
10
  

Another issues is revealed as Oedipa recollects 

Nefastis‟ explanation, 

As the Demon sat and sorted his molecules into hot and 

cold, the system was said to lose entropy. But somehow 

the loss was offset by the information the Demon gained 

about what molecules were where.
11
 

This recollection suggests that the Maxwell demon is only 

reducing entropy and sorting locally in the thermodynamic 

sense, while increasing entropy elsewhere by acquiring the 

information about the location and velocity of the 

molecules. Regardless, Maxwell‟s Demon provides a 

significant point of convergence of the two different types 

of entropy, thermodynamic and informational, as Oedipa also 
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recalls from Nefastis‟ explanation, “The two fields were 

entirely unconnected, except at one point: Maxwell‟s 

Demon.”
12
 

Grant deduces that, 

The demon „sees‟ the molecule in the light reflected 

from it, but the light energy is dissipated into heat 

in the process, bringing about an increase in entropy 

at least as great as the decrease accomplished as a 

result of knowledge the demon gains about the 

molecule.
13
 

Thus, it seems that the process of acquiring knowledge or 

meaning out of the gathered information causes an increase 

in entropy of the demon at the same time. This is also 

evidenced by Oedipa Maas, who, like the reader following her 

footsteps, assumes a role much like that of the Maxwell 

Demon in pursuing the truth behind the mystery of the 

elusive Trystero.  

In doing so, Oedipa reduces the thermodynamic entropy 

of her life, which had initially been unvaryingly uniform in 

her opinion: “shuffling back through a fat deckful of days 

which seemed . . . more or less identical, . . .”
14
 of a 

typical consumer, suggested by her presence at a Tupperware 

event, characteristic of consumerism at the time, “Mrs [sic] 

Oedipa Maas came home from a Tupperware party . . . .”
15
 

Sorting through the remains of Inverarity‟s estate and the 

related Trystero mystery provide plenty of variety in 

Oedipa‟s life over the previous monotony. However, the 

process of accumulating information about the Trystero 

causes her and the reader‟s uncertainty, confusion or 
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informational entropy about it to increase, because she 

eventually cannot distinguish the meaningful information 

from the meaningless or gain tangible facts from it. 

Therefore, the second law of thermodynamics is not violated, 

because even if a local decrease in entropy is achieved, it 

is only temporary and results in a greater increase in 

entropy elsewhere. 

In Oedipa‟s case of becoming increasingly preoccupied 

with organizing the fragmented remains of Pierce 

Inverarity‟s estate as the executrix, “She would give them 

[business interests] order, she would create 

constellations,”
16
 along with making sense of the related 

Trystero, she is eventually overwhelmed by the sheer excess 

of related information and signs, “They [the post horns] 

knew her pressure points, and the ganglia of her optimism, 

and one by one, pinch by precision pinch, they were 

immobilizing her.”
17
 This renders her unable to process the 

entirety of information by sifting through it and increases 

entropy within her, much like it inexorably increases within 

the Maxwell demon as a result of reducing the entropy of the 

closed system by sorting molecules according to Grant, 

If the system were indeed a closed one, the massive 

increase in the demon‟s entropy each cycle would soon 

render it incapable of performing its task unless it 

could channel the entropy to an outside „dump,‟ or 

„garbage can‟.
18
 

As John Nefastis, whom Oedipa encounters not long after 

Stanley Koteks on her quest, seems to realize, the Maxwell 

demon cannot work on its own and requires influence from 

outside its closed system to operate. He reinvents the demon 
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in his “Nefastis” machine that requires the external 

influence of a “sensitive” person in order to dispose of the 

accumulated information entropy from the demon and create a 

feedback loop to decrease the demon‟s entropy by 

participating, as he elucidates to Oedipa, 

The Demon passes his data on to the sensitive and the 

sensitive must reply in kind. . . . The sensitive must 

receive that staggering set of energies, and feed back 

something like the same quantity of information. To 

keep it all cycling.
19
 

Thus, while the demon reduces thermodynamic entropy within 

the closed system by sorting molecules, the “sensitive” 

person seems to reduce the information entropy of the demon 

by processing the acquired information about the molecules 

and most likely feeding meaningful information back to the 

demon for it to be able to continue in the sorting process. 

Although Oedipa is not successful at communicating with the 

demon to complete the loop, her attempts to impose some form 

of order upon the information she acquires throughout her 

journey closely resembles the information processing of a 

“sensitive” person required to complete the circuit of the 

Nefastis machine.  

While the Maxwell Demon requires a sense organ in the 

form of an eye to acquire information about the molecules by 

gauging their velocity, Oedipa, like the “sensitive,” must 

use her mind and common sense to process the acquired 

information to sort the meaningful from meaningless and 

arrive at meaning. By extension, the reader is also prompted 

to process the information Oedipa acquires along her journey 

in order to arrive at some meaning and also performs a 

similar task to that of a Maxwell demon, but dealing in 
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information sorting, rather than molecules, like the 

“sensitive” appears to. According to Grant, “Oedipa‟s 

engagement with the “tangled” assets of Pierce‟s estate is 

frequently said to be equivalent to the reader‟s engagement 

with the novel.”
20
 As mentioned earlier, whereas the eye of 

the demon requires light in order to acquire information 

about the observed molecules, the mind and common sense of 

the “sensitive,” Oedipa and the reader, requires the input 

of information that comes in the form of various messages in 

order to process it and arrive at knowledge or meaning.  

However, due to the effects of entropy in information 

theory, the “signal” or content and meaning of messages of 

any kind tends to degrade and becomes distorted by 

interference, so the messages are often not received 

clearly, if they are received at all, since they, like the 

commands Norbert Wiener writes about, “are subject to 

disorganization in transit. They [commands] come through in 

less coherent fashion and certainly not more coherently than 

they were sent.”
21
 Therefore, processing the received 

information and deriving meaning from it by distinguishing 

the “signal” from “noise” in order to reduce the uncertainty 

or entropy becomes increasingly difficult for Oedipa, due to 

the received messages either being incomplete or containing 

too much “noise” to derive the “signal” or meaning from it. 

An example of such interference emerges when Oedipa likens 

San Narciso to a circuit board of a radio, “The ordered 

swirl of houses and streets, from this high angle, sprang at 

her now with the same unexpected, astonishing clarity as the 
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circuit card had,”
22
 which seems to allude to the structured 

and organized form of a message as understood by information 

theory, “Messages are themselves a form of pattern and 

organization.”
23
 

 Oedipa also notices that this organized pattern 

represents a message: 

Though she knew even less about radios than about 

Southern Californians, there were to both outward 

patterns a hieroglyphic sense of concealed meaning, of 

an intent to communicate.
24
 

However, the “signal” or meaning of the communicated message 

eludes Oedipa, “a revelation also trembled just past the 

threshold of her understanding,”
25
 most likely because the 

entropy of the message is too high, so the “noise” 

overshadows the “signal” entirely. The most likely cause of 

interference seems to be the sunlight and smog, “Smog hung 

all round the horizon, the sun on the bright beige 

countryside was painful,”
26
 since Oedipa receives the message 

with her eyes and mentions “needing to squint for 

sunlight.”
27
 According to Wiener, highly entropic messages 

contain very little information, 

In fact, it is possible to interpret the information 

carried by a message as essentially the negative of its 

entropy, and the negative logarithm of its probability. 

That is, the more probable the message, the less 

information it gives.
28
 

Thus, Oedipa cannot seem to gain any tangible meaning from 

the message, because the received message is highly probable 
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or entropic due to the “noise” caused by sunlight and smog 

interfering with her perception of the broadcasted message 

and distorting the conveyed “signal” or meaning. 

Another significant instance of information entropy 

occurs with the discrepancy between Wharfinger‟s version of 

The Courier’s Tragedy omitting the Trystero assassins and 

Driblette‟s theater reproduction including both, “What made 

you feel differently than Wharfinger did about this, this 

Trystero.”
29
 This discrepancy can be attributed to the 

passage of time and re-creation of the play creating “noise” 

in the form of distortion in the original message, which 

contributes to Oedipa‟s increasing uncertainty or entropy 

about the existence of the Trystero, 

The ambiguity that Oedipa senses in her attempts to 

decode the Tristero is the novel‟s equivalent of noise. 

She has no way of knowing how closely the messages she 

is receiving resemble the messages that have been 

„sent‟.
30
 

Therefore, like Oedipa, the reader also experiences 

increasing uncertainty or entropy about the mystery of the 

Trystero in following Oedipa‟s footsteps and about the plot 

of the whole novel since Oedipa does not arrive at a unified 

understanding of it by the end of the novel, “-Oedipa never 

learns „the truth‟ in the sense that she does not arrive at 

a single coherent explanation of the meaning of the 

Tristero.”
31
 

Since memory is finite, the Maxwell demon faces another 

problem in eventually becoming unable to store new 

information without removing previously stored information, 

which necessitates the disposal of acquired information, 
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such as to the “sensitive” for Nefastis‟ machine to operate, 

“One little movement, against all that massive complex of 

information, destroyed over and over with each power 

stroke.”
32
 Oedipa recalls Nefastis mentioning the “massive 

destruction of information”
33
 when she likens a mattress to a 

computer memory, “Oedipa watched him [the sailor] make 

adjustments so he‟d fit easier against the mattress. That 

stuffed memory. Register A . . . ,”
34
 where “register A” 

alludes to the temporary physical memory of a central 

processing unit of a computer, which is highest in the 

computer memory hierarchy and allows the fastest access 

information within it, but can contain only a small amount 

of data. As Grant puts it in simpler terms, “A register, in 

computer terms, is a physical memory device of a capacity 

measured in bits.”
35
 

The Maxwell demon, like the “sensitive” and Oedipa, 

processes and cycles information just like the central 

processing unit of a computer. When the mattress is 

threatened to be destroyed by fire along with all the 

information stored within it, it dawns upon Oedipa that 

information can become lost beyond the point of recovery, 

“It was as if she had just discovered the irreversible 

process.”
36
 Additionally, the threat of destruction from 

combustion reflects the tendency towards a state of higher 

probability or entropy, where organized and differentiated 

fragments of information will be reduced to a mostly uniform 

pile of ash, indicative of heat-death. Even the actual fire 
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exhibits symptoms of high thermodynamic entropy according to 

Grant, “In comparison with the memories chemically encoded 

into the mattress, the thermal energy of the blaze is 

disordered, randomly distributed, highly entropic.”
37
 

Another, more significant instance of information 

becoming irreversibly lost is witnessed by Mucho Maas at the 

used car lot. The used vehicles brought in to be traded 

contain leftover information about their previous owners: 

“and when the cars were swept out you had to look at the 

actual residue of these lives,”
38
 which has been either 

forgotten or discarded: “and there was no way of telling 

what things had been truly refused . . . and what had simply 

(perhaps tragically) been lost . . .”
39
 Finally, this 

information is irreversibly disposed of as unwanted waste 

after the cleaning process. More importantly, this instance 

of discarded “waste” information is symptomatic of the 

observed American consumer society, that seems to discard 

more as waste, than it preserves, through the premature 

consumption of products, perpetuated by the senseless desire 

to possess and consume more products, as perceived by Mucho 

Maas, 

Even if enough exposure to the unvarying gray sickness 

had somehow managed to immunize him, he [Mucho Maas] 

could still never accept the way each owner, each 

shadow, filed in only to exchange a dented, 

malfunctioning version of himself for another, just as 

futureless, automotive projection of somebody else‟s 

life.
40
 

Although the owners may gain a better vehicle in the 

material sense, such a vehicle is no longer uniquely their 
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own, because it does not contain the various personal 

informational residue about their lives that distinguished 

their previous vehicle as their own. Thus, consumerism seems 

to instigate the destruction of such personal information by 

discarding it as waste, because it holds no material value 

in the consumer society, where new products constantly 

replace old ones. Uniquely individual information, such as 

that contained within the vehicles is either destroyed or 

becomes randomly distributed and irretrievably lost. Ergo, 

consumer society tends towards greater entropy, as noted by 

Callisto in “Entropy,” 

In American „consumerism‟ [Callisto] discovered a 

similar tendency from the least to the most probable, 

from differentiation to sameness, from ordered 

individuality to a kind of chaos.
41
 

Further evidence of information being destroyed for 

material gain emerges in the production process of cigarette 

filters: “Into the commercial break now roared a deafening 

ad for Beaconsfield Cigarettes, whose attractiveness lay in 

their filter‟s use of bone charcoal, the very best kind.”
42
 

As it turns out, the charcoal for the filters in question 

comes from none other than human bones of American WWII 

soldiers, salvaged from a lake in Italy.
43
 Thus, the unwanted 

and forgotten remains of human beings along with all 

information about them contained within are destroyed by 

being converted into bone charcoal and then used in the 

production process of a mere consumer product for profit. 

Ironically, although the product is advertised as superior 

due to the inclusion of bone charcoal, there is no 
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scientific evidence to support such a claim, revealing the 

misleading and manipulative nature of advertisement 

campaigns for consumer products. Regardless, differentiating 

remains of human beings containing unique information about 

them are reduced to uniform bone charcoal dust and randomly 

distributed as cigarettes in the consumer society, 

symptomatic of yet another entropic tendency from 

differentiation to sameness. 

Therefore, consumerism contributes to higher entropy in 

society in several ways, but most importantly, by 

conditioning consumers to comply with its materialistic 

value scheme and adopt it for their own in an effort to 

promote greater consumption, which leads to the irrational 

and excessive reduction of all items that cease to hold 

material value to disposable waste, even if such consumption 

is unsustainable. Corporations have a vested interest in 

perpetuating omnipresent consumerism in society because 

there is much material gain and profit to be made from the 

bountiful consumption of their products by consumers. To 

that end, corporations go to great lengths to shape people 

into the desired pattern of a good consumer and in doing so, 

instigate greater entropy in society and culture by 

promoting uniform material want over individual and 

differentiating wants to the point of indoctrinated 

consumers fruitlessly attempting to satisfy other wants with 

consumer products by adopting a “philosophy of futility.” 

This apt phrase was conceived by Paul Nystrom to describe, 

[A] view of life (or lack of a view of life) [that] 

involves a question as to the value of motives and 

purpose of the main human activities. . . . This lack 

of purpose in life has an effect on consumption similar 

to that of having a narrow life interest, that is, in 
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concentrating human attention on the more superficial 

things that comprise much of fashionable consumption.
44
 

Further condemning evidence of corporations 

contributing to higher socio-cultural entropy is found in 

the Yoyodyne Corporation, involving the extortion of 

patents, as elucidated by the character of Stanley Koteks, 

“Koteks explained how every engineer, in signing the 

Yoyodyne contract, also signed away the patent rights to any 

inventions he might come up with.”
45
 Presumably, the signing 

away of patent rights is in exchange for job security within 

the corporation. Unfortunately, removing an individual‟s 

right to his or her own invention also removes much of the 

incentive, material or otherwise to invent new things at 

all, as Koteks mentions, “ „This stifles your really 

creative engineer, . . . wherever he may be,”
46
 since the 

inventor most likely receives little credit or reward for 

the invention other than a pat on the back. It does not 

appear to be in the interest of corporations like Yoyodyne 

for employed engineers to spend time inventing something 

new, as the character of Mike Fallopian explains, “Nobody 

wanted them [the underground of the unbalanced] to invent 

only perform their little role in a design ritual, already 

set down for them in some procedures handbook.”
47
  

Thus, new inventions are discouraged in favor of 

prescribed uniform routine, which is, once again, an 

entropic tendency from individuality and differentiation to 

undifferentiated sameness and eventual heat-death, where 

“nothing really new ever happens”
48
 and by extension, 
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intellectual motion of new ideas eventually ceases to occur. 

Therefore, corporations like Yoyodyne contribute to greater 

socio-cultural entropy not only by perpetuating consumerism, 

but also by depriving employees of claiming ownership over 

their own inventions. In their pursuit of profit and the 

power to achieve more of it, such corporations contribute to 

higher entropy to a far greater extent as they expand beyond 

the borders of nations and become international to advance 

their business interests, such as those involved in the V-2 

rocket cartel in Gravity’s Rainbow.
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Chapter 4: The Culmination of Pynchon’s Engagement 

with the Concept of Entropy in Gravity’s  

Rainbow 

 

The concept of entropy is brought to a higher level of 

complexity in Gravity’s Rainbow, greatly exceeding that of 

Pynchon‟s preceding works that involve this difficult 

concept, such as the two discussed in the previous chapters, 

“Entropy” and The Crying of Lot 49. While “Entropy” exposes 

the concept of entropy explicitly as two specific types 

through the explanations of Saul and Callisto, The Crying of 

Lot 49 provides fewer explanations and involves the reader 

more directly in following Oedipa‟s pursuit of truth about 

Trystero, where the reader, like the protagonist Oedipa, 

participates in an information sorting process much like a 

Maxwell Demon. Gravity’s Rainbow is even less explicit about 

entropy and often only suggests its presence indirectly, 

most significantly with its sheer overabundance of 

information, events, places and characters that conspire to 

overwhelm and exhaust all information sorting attempts in an 

effort to resist a unified interpretation. As Tony Tanner 

puts it, “Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) is a novel of such 

vastness and range that it defies – with a determination 

unusual even in this age of „difficult‟ books – any 

summary.”
1
 Thus, Gravity’s Rainbow seems to challenge the 

tendency toward higher entropy, uniformity and eventual 

heat-death, by prompting highly distinctive and 

differentiating interpretations that promote intellectual 

motion of new ideas amongst readers. Furthermore, it 
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reflects the chaos, confusion and excess of information in 

the modern world around us, where “any perception can 

precipitate a new confusion, and an apparent clarification 

turn into a prelude to further difficulties,”
2
 which makes 

it increasingly difficult to derive meaning or “signal” from 

all the “noise.” 

Even though the temporal setting of Gravity’s Rainbow 

predates consumerism, the main forces that perpetuate it the 

most are largely present during this turbulent historical 

period and directly involved in conspiracies that fuel the 

war as a distraction, while they advance their corporate 

agendas: 

Don‟t forget the real business of war is buying and 

selling. . . . The mass nature of wartime death is 

useful in many ways. It serves as spectacle, as 

diversion from the real movements of the War. . . . The 

true war is a celebration of markets.
3
 

Since war creates greater demand and drives prices up, there 

is more profit to be made, especially in the production of 

arms, which further perpetuate the “profitable” devastation 

and destruction for the corporations involved, as in the 

case of I.G. Farben, which surfaces as the main corporate 

antagonist throughout Gravity’s Rainbow, much like it did at 

the Nuremberg proceedings after WW2 in an indictment 

according to an extract from The Times provided by 

ShellNews.net, 

The indictment precisely describes Farben‟s major 

contribution to German rearmament as the synthetic 

production of nitrates, oil and rubber, without which 

Germany, having no natural resources, was incapable of 

preparing or waging aggressive war. Farben was the core 

of military mobilization not only by virtue of its own 
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production but because all other German chemical 

companies and many other war industries were almost 

totally dependent upon its products.
4
 

However, the corporate agenda extends even further than 

the immediate profits from supplying the war effort with 

products, as revealed in Gravity’s Rainbow, where an old 

European order of business is dismantled and its 

representatives scattered, as they travel through war-torn 

Europe: 

The populations move, across the open meadow, limping, 

marching, shuffling, carried, hauling along the 

detritus of an order, a European and bourgeois order 

they don‟t yet know is destroyed forever.
5
 

This dispersed order is then reorganized to better comply 

with and conform to corporate interests, just as I.G. Farben 

conspired to in conquered Europe, according to the extract 

from The Times provided by ShellNews.net,  

With the unleashing of war Farben, it is alleged, 

entered upon a systematic programme of spoliation by 

seizing the chemical industries of the overrun 

countries. But by the time France was defeated Farben‟s 

dreams of world conquest under its own New Order, a 

document of several thousand pages setting forth 

detailed schemes for the whole of Europe‟s chemical 

production, were rivaled only by Hitler‟s.
6
 

The Russian intelligence officer, Tchitcherine, 

eventually begins to suspect a corporate conspiracy as he 

notices a new order emerging in place of the old, 

Oh, a State begins to take form in the stateless German 

night, a State that spans oceans and surface politics, 

sovereign as the International or the Church of Rome, 

and the Rocket is its soul. IG Raketen.
7
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Tchitcherine describes the formation of an international 

rocket corporation related to I.G. Farben, filling up the 

void, left over from the old orders and colluding with the 

international corporations of the Allies, such as General 

Electric, Imperial Chemical Industries and Royal Dutch Shell 

of those that are mentioned in Gravity’s Rainbow, “A Rocket-

cartel. A structure cutting across every agency human and 

paper that ever touched it. Even to Russia . . . Russia 

bought from Krupp, didn‟t she, from Siemens, the IG . . . 

,”
8
 all of which are most likely acting on behalf of the 

rocket cartel‟s interests, “Sadly, most sadly, everyone else 

seems to be in on it. Every scavenger out here is in IG 

Raketen‟s employ.”
9
 

Enzian, the commander of the Schwarzkommando, also 

comes to a realization about the war being a diversion from 

the real conflict, “It means this War was never political at 

all, the politics was all theatre, all just to keep the 

people distracted . . . secretly.”
10
 After some thought, he 

concludes that the real conflict is between the deployed 

technologies instead, “it [the war] was being dictated 

instead by the needs of technology . . . by a conspiracy 

between human beings and techniques, by something that 

needed the energy-burst of war,”
11
 something like the rocket, 

that requires a war to create a market and a demand for the 

development of it along with the technologies for it, in 

order to make a profit. This realization coincides with the 

earlier statement, “Don‟t forget the real business of War is 
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buying and selling,”
12
 and the actual war seems to be of 

corporate design. Roger Mexico also suspects ulterior 

motives behind the war expressed in his disbelief about the 

war ending with V-E Day, 

There‟s something still on, don‟t call it a “war” if it 

makes you nervous, maybe the death rate‟s gone down a 

point or two, beer in cans is back at last and there 

were a lot of people in Trafalgar Square one night not 

so long ago . . . but Their enterprise goes on.
13
 

These suspicions are then reinforced by Mister Information‟s 

explanation, which sheds some more light upon the 

conspiracy, 

Yesyes [sic], Skippy, the truth is that the War is 

keeping things alive. Things. The Ford is only one of 

them. . . . The real War is always there. The dying 

tapers off now and then, but the War is still killing 

lots and lots of people. Only right now, it is killing 

them in more subtle ways.
14
 

Thus, Mister Information further implicates technology in 

the real war that is keeping “things” such as the rocket 

alive by creating an artificial demand for them and 

developing the technology for them, as mentioned prior. As 

such, the real war appears to be waged between corporations 

for high-profit technology especially that of mass 

destruction like the rocket. 

Therefore, corporations in Gravity’s Rainbow are 

directly involved in increasing entropy in many aspects of 

society, both in the thermodynamic sense, since they are 

engaged in perpetuating war, which is highly chaotic and 

destroys or dismantles previously established ordered or 

structured things, and in the informational sense, since the 
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“noise” of all the violence and death of war serves as a 

diversion that distorts the “signal” or real agenda and 

cloaks corporate involvement. The danger of corporations is 

even greater than increasing entropy by fueling a war, 

evidenced by Kekulé‟s dream, where they assume the form of a 

self-consuming serpent that encircles and endangers every 

resource that can be exploited for profit in the self-

renewing world, which is described as “a closed thing, 

cyclical, resonant, eternally-returning,”
15
 and decreed by 

the serpent “to be delivered into a system whose only aim is 

to violate the Cycle.”
16
 The corporate system disrupts the 

cycle and in so doing, increases thermodynamic entropy and 

accelerates heat-death by: 

Taking and not giving back, demanding that 

„productivity‟ and „earnings‟ keep on increasing with 

time, the System removing from the rest of the World 

these vast quantities of energy to keep its own tiny 

desperate fraction showing a profit: and not only most 

of humanity-most of the World, animal, vegetable and 

mineral, is laid waste in the process. The System may 

or may not understand that it‟s only buying time. And 

that time is an artificial resource to begin with, of 

no value to anyone or anything but the System which 

sooner or later must crash to its death, when its 

addiction to energy has become more than the rest of 

the World can supply, dragging with it the innocent 

souls all along the chain of life.
17
 

Thus, Kekule‟s dream reveals the true extent of the 

danger that corporations represent in perpetuating such an 

unsustainable system, which inexorably brings the world 

closer to thermodynamic heat-death in creating higher 

entropy through its exploitation for profit at anyone‟s and 

anything‟s expense. Therefore, the system eventually comes 
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crashing down to its death just like the recurring rocket, 

which is the V-2, sought by all the corporations that emerge 

in Gravity’s Rainbow. This rocket comes to symbolize an 

entropic tendency, because initially, as a whole, it is an 

organized and structured system containing energy potential, 

“Beyond simple steel erection, the Rocket was an entire 

system won, away from the feminine darkness, held against 

the entropies of lovable but scatterbrained Mother Nature . 

. . ,”
18
 but once it reaches the end of its trajectory and 

arrives at its destination, its energy is irreversibly 

depleted in a highly entropic explosion and it becomes, more 

or less, reduced to a randomized pile of uniform ash, rubble 

and debris of whatever was struck by it, devoid of any 

useful energy, much like a state of heat-death. The 

preoccupation with this and other technologies of mass 

destruction reflects the self-annihilating entropic tendency 

towards heat-death of corporations, pulling the rest of the 

world along with them. As such, corporations emerge as the 

main antagonists and instigators of increased entropy and 

cultural heat-death in Gravity’s Rainbow and, by extension, 

in our contemporary world as well.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

As I have established at the beginning of this work, 

Pynchon appears to have contrived the short story “Entropy,” 

The Crying of Lot 49 and Gravity’s Rainbow to demonstrate 

the concept of entropy and draw attention to how certain 

trends in contemporary culture and society, such as 

consumerism most prominently, consistently exhibit entropic 

tendencies. In doing so, Pynchon exposes the disturbing 

implications and dire consequences of this observation for 

contemporary culture, some of which we may already be 

witnessing today.  

The exposition of this difficult concept and its far-

reaching effects in contemporary culture and society 

throughout his works prompts readers to counter the tendency 

toward greater entropy by performing an exhaustive 

information sorting process similar to that of the Maxwell‟s 

Demon introduced in The Crying of Lot 49 and arriving at 

uniquely dissimilar interpretations and conclusions due to 

the large abundance of information encountered in The Crying 

of Lot 49 and to a much greater extent in Gravity’s Rainbow. 

Therefore, Pynchon‟s latter works also resist and counter 

the effects of entropy by resisting uniform or same 

interpretations and conclusions, and by promoting widely 

different ones.  

As mentioned prior, Pynchon‟s perspective on the 

complex concept of entropy changed and developed throughout 

the aforementioned works. “Entropy” exemplifies the two main 

scientific branches of entropy, that of thermodynamics and 

that of information theory, each pertaining to a particular 
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apartment in the short story. The main effects of entropy as 

understood by information theory emerge in Meatball 

Mulligan‟s apartment as various forms of increasing “noise” 

or interference in communication between the various 

characters, eventually silencing out the “signal” or meaning 

of broadcasted messages entirely, rendering meaningful 

communication impossible and causing further alienation of 

the characters from each other.  

Contrastively, the effects of thermodynamic entropy 

surface throughout the events that transpire in Callisto‟s 

apartment and are even described by Callisto himself. 

Despite his meticulous effort to avoid succumbing to the 

chaos or thermodynamic entropy and impending heat-death of 

the outside, contemporary world by isolating himself from 

it, his secluded apartment of order and equilibrium also 

succumbs to the inexorable increase in entropy and heat-

death of a closed system, where the transfer of heat or 

energy is no longer possible. Although the short story does 

not offer a solution to entropy, it does provide a clear 

distinction between the two types of entropy and exposes how 

each of them relate to society and culture, such as when 

Callisto envisions consumerism bringing about a cultural 

heat-death, where new ideas cease to develop. 

The introduction of Maxwell‟s Demon in The Crying of 

Lot 49 marks the converging point of thermodynamic entropy 

and that of information theory. Furthermore, by prompting 

the reader to actively participate in the information 

sorting process that the protagonist is engaged in, just 

like Maxwell‟s Demon, Pynchon offers some hope of countering 

and reversing the effects of entropy despite the main 
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objections to the theoretical concept of the demon. This 

indicates a significant change in and development of 

Pynchon‟s perspective on the concept of entropy. The Crying 

of Lot 49 is also less explicit in its exposition of 

entropic tendencies and does not separate thermodynamic 

entropy from that of information theory anymore. Specific 

instances of consumerism causing greater socio-cultural 

entropy are also revealed throughout The Crying of Lot 49, 

as discussed in the third chapter, but corporations, such as 

Yoyodyne, turn out to be instigators of higher socio-

cultural entropy to an even larger extent, since 

perpetuating unsustainable consumerism is in their best 

interest, so as to make more profit by creating artificial 

demand. 

Gravity’s Rainbow is the climax of Pynchon‟s engagement 

with the concept of entropy, where his perspective has 

changed and developed into a literary vehicle that is 

capable of exposing postmodern readership to the 

overwhelming extent of different kinds of entropic 

tendencies of the thermodynamic, informational and cultural 

sort in the world around us. In doing so, he subverts 

traditional reader expectations, such as definite 

conclusions, clear plots or summaries. The reading process 

itself is also highly entropic in the informational sense, 

due to the overabundance of information, which has to be 

sorted to distinguish “noise” from “signal” in order to 

obtain meaning and some amount of understanding, reflecting 

the highly chaotic and entropic state of the modern world 

that is described within. As Tanner puts it, Pynchon does 

not employ traditional narrative conventions, because 
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“conventional narrative procedures were themselves products 

of that vanished bourgeois order, and it is no longer 

possible to „read‟ what is going on in any conventional 

manner,”
1
 just as it is increasingly difficult to 

differentiate between the “noise” and “signal” of what is 

really going on in the world around us due to the excess of 

information broadcasted into it by the very corporations 

that displaced the old orders through mass media, since, as 

one of the “Proverbs for Paranoids”
2
 in Gravity’s Rainbow 

states, “If they can get you asking the wrong questions, 

they don‟t have to worry about answers.”
3
 The diversion 

created by the overabundance of information or “noise” 

allows corporations to draw attention from their real 

agendas and enables them to exercise their unsustainable 

exploitation unopposed. In exposing this corporate scheme, 

Pynchon seems to be prompting readers to start asking the 

right questions. 

Without asking the right questions, consumers that are 

shaped by the consumerism promoted by corporations to 

maximize profits, become unsuspecting accomplices to the 

increasing entropy and acceleration toward heat-death by 

exhausting an ever-increasing amount of world resources 

through unsustainable consumption of products. Furthermore, 

by conforming people into a desired pattern of a good 

consumer, consumerism also increases socio-cultural entropy 

as such consumers replace widely differentiating values and 

needs with a uniform desire to consume products, which, as 

mentioned earlier, leads to a “philosophy of futility”
4
, 

                                                 
1
 Tanner, 76. 

2
 Gravity’s Rainbow, 251. 

3
 Ibid. 

4
 Nystrom, 68. 
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because not all needs can be satisfied with consumer 

products. This reduction of differentiated individuals into 

unvarying consumers also increases the tendency toward 

cultural heat-death, where intellectual motion of new ideas 

eventually ceases, because there is no useful intellectual 

energy left to create new ideas to circulate.  

Pynchon‟s preoccupation with entropy in his works 

elucidates its various types and exposes the far-reaching 

implications of entropic tendencies in contemporary society, 

tendencies that are perpetuated at an ever-increasing pace 

by international corporations through consumerism toward a 

heat-death much like that envisioned in thermodynamics in 

many aspects of the society, culture and world around us. In 

subverting traditional narrative conventions, Pynchon 

adheres to the concept of entropy and its effects and 

provides a unique, postmodern reading experience. Readers 

are enriched by this experience of active participation in 

the information sorting process, assuming a role much like 

that of Maxwell‟s Demon, and become more experienced at 

interpreting the “signal” from all the “noise” of redundant, 

consumer oriented information that is broadcasted through 

mass media by corporations. Most importantly, this active 

reading process seems to reverse the tendency toward higher 

entropy by leading to widely differentiating interpretations 

and conclusions, especially of Gravity’s Rainbow that 

effectively resists being summarized, which bring new ideas 

and energy into the system, prompting intellectual motion 

and the exchange of newly found ideas. By extension, this 

active reading process prompts readers to make their own 

sense out of the chaos of contemporary culture, permeated by 
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omnipresent consumerism, instead of accepting tailored 

meanings offered by mass media. 
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