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ABSTRACT

This article reevaluates the relevance of encyclopedic narrative in the light of the popu-
larity and pervasiveness of post-truth politics. While early critics of post-truth sought
to combat the latter’s rise by appealing to expertise, objectivity, and scientific authority
— and distancing themselves from the sort of theoretical ideas and fictional forms that
might question such authority — this article argues that such responses misunderstand
the roots of post-truth as well as the resources available for confronting it. Focusing
upon one such resource, the encyclopedic narrative, | argue that encyclopedic fictions
are valuable because they challenge readers to understand and experience —as opposed
to ignore or dismiss — the epistemological pressures that make post-truth so attractive
in the first place.

To defend this argument, this essay proceeds in two steps. First, | locate the
previously unexplored homology between the history of encyclopedism and the rise of
post-truth. Viewed over the longue durée, today’s post-truth politicians appear to have
weaponized something that encyclopedic authors have feared since Diderot imagined
the original Encyclopédie: that information’s increasingly limitless availability will paralyze,
rather than catalyze, the pursuit of truth. Second, | analyze how this fear has animated
the form and content of encyclopedic novels over the past three centuries. Considering
a trio of texts that confront the epistemological, social, and psychological effects of
informational abundance — Gustave Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet (1881), David Foster
Wallace’s The Pale King (2011), and Teju Cole’s Open City (201 I) — | argue that encyclo-
pedic fictions are edifying precisely because their form is epistemologically perplexing.
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Since this form challenges readers to experience the epistemological problems (e.g.,
information overload, conflicting perspectives, confirmation bias) driving post-truth
without embracing its nihilistic conclusions, encyclopedic fiction may cultivate habits
of judgment, attention, and self-scrutiny that appeals to expertise and authority alone
cannot provide.
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Introduction

They’re rapists. The election was rigged. They’re eating the pets. These are
lies, yes, but lies that have been repeated so often over the last decade that they
require neither quotation marks nor attribution. When these and similar lies
helped their speaker — Donald Trump, of course — win the election the first
time, in 2016, the Oxford English Dictionary made “post-truth” the word of
the year. In the years since, as similarly mendacious strongmen have consol-
idated power across the globe, and as campaigns of mis- and disinformation
have thoroughly flooded the media ecosystem, the OED’s choice has proven
prescient. Defined as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective
facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief,™ post-truth describes the fractured epistemological terrain of
contemporary political discourse. Truth exists here, but it is hard to locate
amid a cacophony of conspiracy theories, “fake news,” and “alternative facts.”

In the face of this threat, many liberals inside and outside the academy
developed a form of resistance that contested the immediate effects of post-
truth but not its root causes. Epitomized in the “In This House We Believe”
signs that began dotting the lawns of Democrats after the 2016 US election, this

1

“post-truth, adjective.” Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford UP, 2025. <https://www.oe
d.com/dictionary/post-truth_adj’tab=factsheet#1217123470>.
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response sought less to understand the historical underpinnings or contempo-
rary appeal of post-truth than to dismiss the phenomenon out of hand. “Truth
is Truth,” said NBC’s Chuck Todd. “Facts are not in the eye of the beholder,”
argued CNN’s Chris Cuomo. “Science is Real,” read the lawns of millions
of liberal Americans. During the first Trump administration, such responses
felt appropriate, even commendable. If the President of the United States
was going to “flood the zone with shit” (Lewis “President”), as Steve Bannon
infamously putit, then it felt right to defend the institutions, ideas, and people
being buried in, well, “shit.” Butas defense of those under attack morphed into
the reflexive doxa exemplified in slogans like “Truth is Truth,” on the one hand,
and the dismissal of a7y philosophical critique of the historical construction of
truth, on the other, the resistance to post-truth made two mistakes at the same
time. First, it underestimated the epistemological problems that made post-
truth possible.” Second, it dismissed some of the most valuable theoretical
tools, such as those provided by postmodernism and post-structuralism, that
might help us better understand these problems.

With these mistakes in mind, this special issue’s task of rereading encyclo-
pedic narrative may appear at once risky yet newly relevant. Originally popu-
larized by Edward Mendelson and often theorized in relation to the systems,
mega-, and maximalist novel, encyclopedic narrative appears suspicious for
some of the same reasons that postmodernism — the cultural, philosophical,
and historical period with which such narratives are often (though not exclu-
sively) associated — has proven a convenient post-truth scapegoat.? Situated, as

Petrus van Ewijk describes it, “on a sliding scale between an urge for totalization

2

For more on why “Science is Real”-style responses oversimplify the epistemological
conflicts driving post-truth, see Friedman.

’  Ascommentators such as Aaron Colton have noted, the rise of post-truth has “super-

charged” the longstanding trend of blaming postmodernism for the weaponization of its
most radical ideas (Colton). While this trend depends upon a cynical appropriation of these
ideas - e.g., the rejection of absolute Truth is reframed as an invitation to believe whatever
you want - it also illustrates that such ideas are not, in themselves, progressive.



94 BENJAMIN BERGHOLTZ

and complete control, on the one hand, and the awareness of open-endedness
and constant dynamic, on the other” (212), encyclopedic writers (like postmod-
ern theorists) invoke some of the same questions that post-truth politicians
have come to exploit: Is truth compatible with social constructionism and
epistemological relativism? Does informational abundance enhance or inhibit
the pursuit of knowledge? In a world in which a “large share of the populace
is living in an epistemic space that has abandoned conventional criteria of
evidence, internal consistency, and fact-seeking” (Lewandowsky et al. 360),
are we condemned, as one encyclopedic novella suggests, to “the collapse of
everything, of meaning, of language, of values, of art” (Gaddis 2)?

Invoking these questions, however, is not the same thing as exploiting them
for personal gain or embracing epistemological nihilism. While it may be
tempting to conclude that encyclopedic narrative has run out of steam, this
conclusion is neither empirically accurate nor politically perspicacious. “Our
present moment,” as David James notes, “is clearly yielding extraordinary
provocations for ‘info-rich’ novels” (88), and the fruits of this yield are evident
in encyclopedic fictions published all over the world. Most frequently associ-
ated with the (white, male) giants of European and US literature, encyclopedic
narrative has become a genre that is both “viably transhistorical” (James 77)
and veritably global, as critics such as Antonio Barrenechea, Kiron Ward, and
me have argued in recent years. A crucial but undertheorized factor in this
development s that encyclopedic fiction’s sweeping and self-reflexive approach
to knowledge engages with the epistemological problems at the heart of post-
truth - e.g., information overload, conflicting perspectives, confirmation bias
— without giving up on the pursuit of knowledge altogether. Rather than shun
the genre in the name of political expediency, then, we should consider how its
ambivalent relationship to knowledge might help us understand and confront
our post-truth present.

To facilitate this process, this essay proceeds in two steps. First, I situate
contemporary conversations about post-truth politics within the twin histo-
ries of encyclopedism, on the one hand, and encyclopedic literature, on the
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other. Considering the homology between encyclopedism and post-truth, I
demonstrate that today’s post-truth politicians have weaponized something
that encyclopedic authors have long feared: that information’s increasingly
limitless availability will paralyze, rather than catalyze, the pursuit of truth.
In the second half of the essay, I analyze how this fear has animated the form
and content of encyclopedic novels since the genre’s inception. Considering
encyclopedic authors ranging from Enlightenment Europe (Gustave Flaubert)
to contemporary America (David Foster Wallace, Teju Cole), I argue that ency-
clopedic fictions are edifying precisely because their form is epistemologically
perplexing. Since this form challenges readers to experience the problems
driving post-truth without embracing its nihilistic conclusions, it may train
us to confront these problems in ways that “Science is Real”-style resistance
cannot.

Encyclopedism and the Origins of Post-Truth

From its origins in eighteenth-century Europe to its ever-evolving instantiation
on Wikipedia, the encyclopedic project has been shaped by a problem that s,
in some respects, the foundation of post-truth: the world is too vast to fit
into a single book. This may sound counterintuitive — what is an encyclope-
dia, if not a book that presupposes the exact opposite? When one considers
encyclopedism’s etymological and historical roots, however, the homologies
between encyclopedism and post-truth begin to fall into place. Derived “from
afifteenth-century misreading of an ancient Greek phrase ‘enkyklios paideia’”
as Ward notes, “the term translates literally as ‘circle of learning’ or ‘cycle of

’»

education’” (15). The process of “circling” the material chosen for inclusion
in an encyclopedia is one of selection and choice, not exhaustion or mastery.
Afraid, as Diderot wrote in the original Encyclopédie, that “the work of preced-
ing centuries” would become “useless to the centuries to come” if they weren’t
catalogued and compiled, encyclopedists have long selected material based on

its supposed significance.
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At its core, then, the encyclopedic project is both utopian and utilitarian.
However Eurocentric or ideologically fraught this selection process has often
been, encyclopedias aspire, as Diderot described it, to create a “living school for
philosophers” (qtd. in Ward 18). In their emphasis on education, collaboration,
and process, the encyclopedists find their antithesis in today’s purveyors of
post-truth. Whereas the former sought to create a “scheme for the reorgani-
zation and reorientation of education and information throughout the world”
(11), as H.G. Wells put it in 1936, the latter reorganize and distort the world’s
knowledge to fit their own schemes. This is dangerous and even dystopian, of
course, butit’s worth emphasizing that it is made possible by the same problem
— that s, the profusion of information - that inspired the encyclopedists. Saul
Newman helps us understand this paradox in “Post-Truth, Postmodernism,
and the Public Sphere”:

Power has absorbed the threat posed by truth, not by repressing or censoring
it - as in the old totalitarian regimes - but by relativising it, transforming it
into mere opinion, drowning it out in a cacophony of competing perspectives
and narratives. Today it is the superabundance of information - made possible
through the Internet - that coincides with the erosion of the value of truth. (14)

Post-truth operates, in other words, by exploiting the problems that encyclope-
dias try to solve. While encyclopedias strive to organize the “superabundance
of information” into a coherent account of the world, post-truth politicians
prop up the “cacophony of competing perspectives” made possible by informa-
tional abundance to accomplish two, rather nakedly hypocritical goals. First,
to argue that coherence is impossible, unflattering news is fake news, truth is
“mere opinion.” Second, to assert that the “erosion of the value of truth” need
not apply to them. Put differently by Lee Mclntyre, proponents of post-truth
“embrace an obscenely high standard of doubt toward facts that they don’t
want to believe, alongside complete credulity toward any facts that fit with
their agenda” (11).

If the encyclopedic and post-truth projects share homologous origins but
oppositional goals, what about the project of encyclopedic narrative? Ency-
clopedic narratives — works of fiction that engage with the aspirations and
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limitations of encyclopedism — are nearly as old as the encyclopedia itself. To
the extent that one can generalize about such a diverse and dynamic group
of texts, one might ask the following: Do encyclopedic authors share the
pedagogical aspirations of the original encyclopedists or the cynicism of today’s
post-truth politicians? Are their works best understood as a “living school”
for comprehensive analysis and collaborative debate, or a breeding ground
for perspectivism and “the erosion of the value of truth?” Are they tools of
comprehensive understanding, in short, or of post-truth?

The answer to each of these questions, I believe, is as paradoxical as it is po-
litically pertinent: yes. Indeed, encyclopedic authors teach their readers a great
deal — to read Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, for example, is to take a crash
course in Indian history — but they also undercut the validity of such teaching
through the employment of unreliable narrators, competing perspectives, and
erroneous information. “In my India,” says Rushdie’s narrator, “Gandhi will
continue to die on the wrong day” (190). Yes, their sweeping scope nurtures
the comprehensive analysis that encyclopedists like Diderot hoped to inspire,
but their propensity for polyphony gives voice to the same sort of “competing
perspectives and narratives” post-truthers are keen to exploit. Driven by the
desire to “record the world while conceding the record’s insufficiency” (74), as
James putsit, encyclopedic narratives foster a sort of epistemological ambiguity
or restlessness, which sits somewhere between the confidence of the encyclo-
pedist and the cynicism of the post-truth politician. Long noted by scholars
of the genre, such restlessness may have purchase in the era of post-truth for
the same reason that “Science is Real”-style responses have failed to shatter the
illusion: it challenges us to confront, as opposed to ignore, the epistemological
problems driving post-truth.

It’s worth underscoring that this confrontation is fostered via the content
of encyclopedic works but also their form. “Definition has been a perennial
problem in studies of encyclopaedic fiction” (4), as Ward states, but the most
cogent approaches to the term circle around the interplay between informa-
tional abundance, self-reflexive form, and epistemological uncertainty. For
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Hilary Clark, “any text (fictional or not) that we would call encyclopedic must
speculate on its own discursive processes of discovery and arrangement, and on
thelimitations of these processes” (105). For van Ewijk, the “encyclopedicnovel
not only reflects the complexity of reality [...] it also addresses this complexity
by making the reader experience it” (213). For Ward, “[e]ncyclopaedic fictions
[...] can be defined as fictions that engage with the history and practice of
encyclopaedic thought to the extent that that engagement determines both
their form and their content” (13). Emphasizing the interaction between infor-
mation density and self-reflexive style, Clark, van Ewijk, and Ward help us un-
derstand why encyclopedic novels may be particularly germane today: because
they challenge readers to understand but also experience the epistemological
problems that make post-truth so seductive in the first place.

To analyze this experience, the remainder of this paper discusses three ex-
amples: Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécucher (1881), Wallace’s The Pale King (2008),
and Cole’s Open City (201). Crisscrossing three continents and three centuries,
these texts illustrate how encyclopedic authors have addressed the epistemolog-
ical problems driving post-truth for nearly 150 years.*

Exhausting Information

In Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, the problem is quite clearly information
overload itself. Organized around a pair of friends whose efforts to understand
anything — agriculture, archeology, history — devolve into contradiction and
chaos, Bouvard et Pécuchet has been described as “the most encyclopedic novel
ever written” (Calvino, qtd. in Ward 21). The implications of Flaubert’s
encyclopedism, though, are easy to oversimplify. While it is tempting to con-
clude, as David Letzler notes, that Flaubert satirizes a “hubristic encyclopedism
emblematic of Post-Enlightenment western culture” (73), the process by which

*  These (shorter) texts also highlight an oft-ignored fact: encyclopedism is 7ot synony-

mous with maximalism, although the two have much in common.
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Bouvard and Pécuchet embrace encyclopedism tells us as much about the risks
of informational abundance as post-Enlightenment arrogance.

This process is driven, quite simply, by the desire to live. In contrast to,
say, Diderot or Midnight’s Children’s Saleem Sinai, Bouvard and Pécuchet
set out to neither compile the world’s information nor swallow it whole; they
just want to set up a garden. After unexpectedly receiving a financial windfall
from Bouvard’s absent father, the friends decide to retire to the countryside,
let their “beards grow,” and eat “chickens from their own farmyard, vegetables
from their own garden” (14). Like many a hipster hoping to live “off the
grid” today, though, Bouvard and Pécuchet quickly realize that turning this
fantasy into reality is more complicated than it seems. Beset by failed yields
and the judgment of their peers, they “consulted each other, opened one book
after another, and didn’t know what to think faced with all the conflicting
opinions” (30). Dissatisfaction with the state of knowledge in agriculture
leads them to study chemistry, which proves even more paradoxical: “simple
bodies might actually be compounds,” “diamonds are merely coal,” and the
“earth, as an element, didn’t exist.” “[A]stounded” and “bothered” by these
“baroque” conclusions (52), the pair soon turn to anatomy, then biology, then
archeology, and so on. “They gave up” (105) becomes the book’s refrain, as the
contradictions embedded in every field befuddle Bouvard and Pécuchet to the
point that they not only “no longer studied for fear of disappointments” (160),
but, by novel’s end, “no longer have any interest in life” at all (279).

Given Flaubert’s oft-noted intolerance for stupidity and the spectacular
failure of his characters’ pursuit of knowledge, Bonvard et Pécuchet may be
interpreted as an indictment of the inanity of encyclopedism or of human life
altogether. These conclusions, though, both overstate and oversimplify the
problem. Flaubert’s protagonists may be overzealous, but the process through
which they morph from would-be gardeners to overwhelmed encyclopedists
suggests that their failure stems less from arrogance or stupidity than an in-
ability to understand the cacophony of information that they encounter. This
inability is not unique but common. It was common in 1755, when Diderot
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wrote that, absent a synthesizing project like his Encyclopédie, “one can foresee
a time when it will be almost as difficult to educate oneself in a library, as in
the universe.” It was common in 1967, when Marshall McLuhan popularized
the idea that “we live habitually in a state of information overload” whose
fundamental feature is epistemic exhaustion: “There’s always more than you
can cope with” (135). And it is certainly common today, when the central
medium through which people access information - the internet — has become
an unregulated wasteland of misinformation, Al-slop, and hyper-polarized
“content.” In such an overwhelming epistemic environment, it is easy to
understand Bouvard and Pécuchet’s shift from encyclopedic enthusiasm (“so
many things to know” [6]) to frustration (“[s]o many opportunities for mis-
understanding” [107]), fatigue (“itis impossible to say everything” [108]), and,
finally, despair (“it’s enough to drive you mad” [68]). This process repeats
itself, in miniature, nearly every time one confronts the powder keg of complex
phenomena and conflicting (mis)information available today.

Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, then, anticipates both the epistemological
climate hospitable to the growth of post-truth and the complex reactions such
a climate engenders. Paradoxically, these reactions include frustration and
fatigue, as I have just demonstrated, but also overconfidence and confirmation
bias. On this last part, Flaubert is again prescient. Anticipating today’s online
ecosystem, where informational abundance leads people not only to despair
butalso to “their favored ‘echo chamber,” in which most available information
conforms to pre-existing attitudes and biases” (Lewandowsky et al. 355), Bou-
vard and Pécuchet vacillate between reckoning with the contradictions they
encounter and simply assimilating them to their preferred beliefs: “Unable to
understand it, they didn’t believe in it” (60).

The danger of these cognitive gymnastics is most evident in their experi-
ments in anatomy and medicine. At first, these experiments follow the en-
thusiasm, frustration, and fatigue pattern noted above. After shocking their
neighbors by experimenting on a fake cadaver, the pair begin to poison dogs,
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bleed pigeons, and drown kittens in the name of scientific progress (60). Hor-
rifying and harebrained to readers, Bouvard and Pécuchet initially approach
this torture with glee: “You, my dear fellow, will come in very handy for our

1»

experiments!” Pécuchet tells a dog whose spine he will soon fill with needles
(59). But when the pair’s experiments flummox their search for clarity, they
spend “a month in the doldrums” (60) and begin to give up on medicine as
they’ve given up on every subject before it.

A new cognitive pattern emerges, however, when they stumble upon the
health manual of Francois-Vincent Raspail. Here, they read that “[a]ll infec-
tions are the result of worms” and “the best thing for getting rid of them was
camphor” (61). Rather than scrutinize these claims, Bouvard and Pécuchet re-
spond in a way that will appear familiar to anyone who has spent time online in
the last two decades. Like the legions of online “researchers” who, for example,
responded to the uncertainty surrounding Covid-19 by circulating fantastical
cures (hydroxychloroquine, red soap, camel urine) and conspiratorial claims
(bioweapon, population control, sG vaccines), Bouvard and Pécuchet treat
camphor as a panacea because, in the narrator’s words, the “clarity of the
doctrine seduced them” (61). This seduction proves as popular in Chavignolles
as fantastical Covid cures became on social media circa 2020. Once Bouvard
and Pécuchet begin hawking “camphorated cigarettes, vials of sedative water,

» <«

and aloe pills,” “everyone in Chavignolles” begins “inhaling camphor through
quills” (61) even though they are being peddled by a pair of pariahs with
no medical training. The popularity of camphorated cigarettes wanes once
residents begin developing hemorrhoids and headaches (61), but not before
they illustrate what peddlers of post-truth have since mastered: in a world
overrun with confusing and often contradictory information, pseudo-clarity

proves more popular — and profitable — than complex truths.
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Deadening Attention

Like many of the encyclopedic novels that would appear in its wake, then,
Bouvard et Pécucher highlights the epistemological challenges engendered by
informational abundance. On how one might overcome these challenges
without resorting to the forms of frustration, despair, and self-deception that
envelop its characters, the novel says very little. Such is not the case in Wallace’s
2011 novel, The Pale King. Notable for its affirmative, if ambivalent, depiction
of the relationship between informational density and attentional control,
Wallace’s posthumous novel is something like the mirror image of the similarly
unfinished Bonvard et Pécucher. Whereas the latter depicts a pair of intellectual
dilettantes who try, and fail, to understand the great mysteries of existence, the
former depicts a legion of IRS agents who succeed in mastering a subject at
once “mind-numbingly complex” (83) and “almost unbelievably meaningless
and small” (381): the US tax code. The Pale King’s characters succeed where
Bouvard and Pécuchet fail because they recognize, as the novel stresses, that the
“whole ball game was perspective, filtering, the choice of perception’s objects”
(15). This recognition has important political implications at a time when “fil-
tering” truth from its opposite has become increasingly difficult, but we might
pause before treating The Pale King’s characters as paragons of contemporary
encyclopedism. From the meager scope of their work to the (at times literal)
death of human thought it necessitates, the cognitive control put forth by
The Pale King’s characters represents a strategy for dealing with information
overload that is at once helpful and potentially inhumane.

The tradeoffs involved in this strategy can be understood by considering the
novel’s nonlinear, polyphonic form. Organized by editor Michael Pietsch into
so sections with over 35 characters, The Pale King presents a prismatic and
paradoxical image of work within “the most important federal bureaucracy
in American life” (70). While virtually every character acknowledges that
success at the IRS depends upon practicing “the terrible power of attention
and what you pay attention to” (91), the toll of exercising this “terrible power”
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varies widely. Some characters, such as recovering “wastoid” Chris Fogle (164),
describe the tedious work of IRS examiners in quasi-religious terms. After
listening to a Jesuit priest/substitute lecturer describe IRS accountants as “to-
day’s cowboys [...] [r]iding herd on the unending torrent of financial data”
(233), Fogle imagines the “herding, corralling, and organizing” of information
as “meaningful” and dignified work (240). In this regard he echoes Wallace
himself, who suggests, in The Pale King and elsewhere, that self-control, aware-
ness, and even “bliss” were on “the other side of crushing, crushing boredom”
(546).

If Fogle and Wallace would have one believe that herding data can generate
not just meaningful work but also “gratitude at the gift of being alive” (546),
other examiners in the novel suggest that the opposite is true. For Lane Dean
Jr., the only thing on the other side of “boredom beyond any boredom he’d
ever felt” (377) is a “hell [that] had nothing to do with fires or frozen troops”
(379). For another unnamed agent, the tedium of “staring fixedly and without
expression” at IRS returns induces a vacuous and permanent “stare,” which the
examiner equates to death in life: “Sometimes now in the mirror, in the bath-
room, I’ll come to myself and catch myself in a stare, without any recognition.
The man has been dead for twelve years now” (116-17). This fear of death-in-
life is made literal for Frederick Blumquist, whose dead body sits unnoticed at
his desk for four days because, as his supervisor notes, it was identical to his
live one: “He was very focused and diligent, so no one found it unusual that
he was in the same position all that time and didn’t say anything” (28).

In the context of encyclopedic narrative and post-truth, the model of in-
formation management on display in The Pale King is both illuminating
and limited. Preferable to the undisciplined encyclopedism of Bouvard and
Pécuchet, The Pale King’s characters’ ability to filter information and with-
stand tedium offers one model of dealing with the avalanche of “cruft,” to
borrow Letzler’s term, confronting us every day. In an online environment
designed to distract attention, distort information, and monetize data, we
would all do well to manage attention with the focus of characters like Chris
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Fogle. But filtering information and synthesizing it into a meaningful whole
are two different tasks. That The Pale King’s characters are incapable of the
latter is evident in the tiny scope of their work, the intellectual stultification
it requires, and the fact, as Conley Wouters writes, that “anything beyond
base, rote functionality - i.e., anything human - has been eliminated from
their existence” (454). Ultimately, such characters give readers a tool to reckon
with the informational plenitude driving post-truth, but addressing the latter’s
most pernicious effects will require analysis and judgement alongside focus and
filtering. Such judgement may be engendered by The Pale King’s polyphonic
form, but it is largely absent from its characters.

Deceptive Detachment

This is not the case, it would seem, in Teju Cole’s 2011 novel, Open City. Nar-
rated by Julius, an erudite Nigerian-German psychiatry resident in New York
City, Open Ciry models a form of encyclopedicinquiry that marries the range of
Flaubert’s dilettantes with the discipline of Wallace’s IRS examiners. Analyzing
everything from Moby-Dick and Walter Benjamin to New York City’s erased
history of slavery, the narrator’s encyclopedism has obvious appeal in an “unsci-
entific” era characterized by “snap judgments and unexamined opinions” (28),
as Julius describes the early-twenty-first century. But equally important — and
disturbing — are the ways in which Open City complicates the “unexamined
opinions” of Julius himself. Recalling Clark’s point that each encyclopedic text
“must speculate on its own discursive processes of discovery and arrangement”
(105), Open City ultimately nurtures an approach to encyclopedism that may
help us evaluate the “superabundance of information” available today and our
inevitably insufficient understanding of it.

To understand how the novel achieves this feat, consider what Julius’s
narrative enables as well as occludes. Ostensibly organized around a year of
“aimless wandering” (3) around New York City and Brussels, Julius plays the
role of “postcolonial flaneur,” as several critics have noted, whose “polyphonic
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historicization” (Hartwiger 4) reckons with the multiplicity of stories “written,
erased, rewritten” (Cole 59) in New York City and beyond. Beneficial in many
contexts, Julius’s ability to both synthesize disparate perspectives and situate
them within a layered, transnational history would seem particularly pertinent
in today’s media landscape, where we are not only “confronted with a plethora
of competing, often chaotic, voices online” (Lewandowsky et al. 359), but
also incentivized to pass immediate judgment in the form of likes, comments,
shares, and so on.

Consider, for example, the conflicting perspectives on Belgium’s immigrant
population encountered by Julius during his trip to Brussels, the supposedly
“open city” (97) from which the novel derives its title. Julius’s trip is framed by
hisin-flight conversation with Dr. Annette Maillotte, a retired Belgian surgeon
whose history of suffering and success mirrors Julius’s. Amid conversations
about her war-torn childhood and ski trips with royalty, Maillotte praises
Belgium for being “color-blind in a way the U.S. is not” (89). This position
is complicated, however, once Julius descends from plane — an apt symbol
of the cosmopolitan detachment embodied by Maillotte and Julius alike - to
city itself. Here, he sees that post-9/11 Brussels is not unlike post-9/11 New
York or London: hate crimes are on the rise (99), Muslim immigrants are
being targeted, and a “renewed fear of Islam” permeates the city (106). The
novel’s portrait of Belgian immigration deepens further during Julius’s lengthy
conversations with Farouq and Khalil, a pair of Moroccan Muslims whose
ideas at once entice and alarm Julius. Epitomized in his polyglot internet café,
Farouq appears to represent a more grounded cosmopolitanism than either
Maillotte or Julius. Committed to the idea that “people can live together but
still keep their own values intact” (112), Farouq converses intelligently about
everyone from Said and Deleuze to Martin Luther King and Malcom X, but
his engagement with these thinkers, as Julius remarks, “had a deeper resonance
than it would have in any academic setting” (105). Lest one conflate Farouq’s
position with that of his author, though, Cole complicates things further
through Julius’s interactions with Farouq’s “best friend,” Khalil (117). Excusing
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the actions of terrorists and dictators under the abstract banner of Marxist
struggle, Khalil’s extremism at once saddens Julius — “This is how Americans
think Arabs think, I said to them both” (120) — and reveals that Farouq’s
cosmopolitanism has as many blind spots as that of Maillotte. The former’s
declaration that “America is a version of Al-Qaeda” (121) is as blinkered as the
latter’s belief that Belgium is “color-blind.”

What we have in Open City, then, is a novel that stacks conflicting perspec-
tives upon one another without — and this is crucial - indulging its readers’
desire for simple conclusions. Unlike today’s fractured social media landscape,
which would have us celebrate or castigate Maillotte or Farouq depending on
our own filter bubbles, Cole cultivates empathy for each of these characters
while simultaneously highlighting the inadequacy of their worldviews. Read-
ers come away from the Brussels chapters kzowing that Farouq is more than a
“complainer” (143), as Maillotte labels him, but Open City refuses to prescribe
how to bridge the gap between these characters’ conflicting perspectives. Julius
even flirts with the idea that such perspectives cannot be bridged, and that
the only way to pursue truth unmoored from the “grip of rage and rhetoric”
engulfing people like Farouq is by “having no causes, by being magnificently
isolated from all loyalties” (107). But in keeping with a genre defined as much
by problematizing knowledge as pursuing it, even this conclusion is under-
mined in Open City: first, when Julius admits that total detachment is “an
ethical lapse graver than rage itself” (107); and second, when it emerges that
Julius’s narrative revolves around an ethical lapse— the rape of Moji- that he
will neither acknowledge nor admit.

This revelation changes everything about the novel, including its portrayal
of encyclopedism. IfJulius’s “polyphonic historicization” of the violence “writ-
ten, erased, rewritten” in New York and beyond distorts his own history of
sexual violence — tellingly, even Moji’s accusation is filtered through Julius
— then Open City reads less like an endorsement of detached encyclopedism
than a self-reflexive reminder of what such detachment may evade or suppress.
To illustrate this point, consider how Julius (ab)uses detached encyclopedism
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when Moji accuses him of rape. Confronted with the world-shattering claim
that “I had acted like I knew nothing about it, had even forgotten her [...] and
had never tried to acknowledge what I had done” (244), Julius says precisely
nothing. Rather than confirm, deny, or even acknowledge Moji’s accusation
- “will you say something now? Will you say something?” (24s) — Julius
detaches completely from his accuser while turning his encyclopedic imagina-
tion elsewhere. He thinks about the “acute angle” of the sun, the gleam of
the Hudson River, and an obscure anecdote involving Camus and Nietzsche
(246). Five minutes later, he leaves, and the novel ends with reflections on
Mabhler, the opera, and the stars — but not another mention of Moji. This
(non)response is upsetting because it is craven and cold, but also because it
upends a basic assumption about the purpose of encyclopedism: that the
pursuit of knowledge is inextricable from the pursuit of truth.

In shattering this assumption, Cole’s encyclopedic novel proves to be as
ambivalent as its predecessors in France, the US, and beyond. For while Cole’s
“know-it-all” narrator (245) combines the curiosity of Flaubert’s retirees with
the focus of Wallace’s IRS examiners, this narrator’s ability to analyze every-
thingaround him appears to blind him from engaging with actual, well, people.
By creating a narrator whose “sheer abundance of anecdotes and encyclopedic
excursuses” not only serve to “bury traumatic memories” (von Gleich 336)
but also skirt responsibility for the trauma he causes, Cole demonstrates that
encyclopedism can help us attain but also evade truth.

Conclusions: Encyclopedic Narrative and Post-Truth To-
day

In the context of our analysis of post-truth, this demonstration offers some
unsettling but useful conclusions. For one, it helps us rethink two of the liberal
shibboleths with which I began this paper: 1) that devotees of post-truth are
uneducated, ignorant, and stupid; 2) that, were these devotees confronted with
the basic facts, they too would realize that Trump is a conman, “Science is
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Real,” and “Truth is Truth.” Open City demonstrates why these assumptions
are too facile. Julius is among the most intelligent and learned characters in
all of fiction, and he is keenly aware that “the mind is able to deceive itself”
(Cole 238). But when he is asked to look directly at the damage done by
his own “torturous deception” (244), Julius proves as adept at evading the
truth as any proponent of QAnon or Pizzagate. From this we can draw two
conclusions: first, that any attempt at confronting or converting deniers of
truth must grapple with the real pain that comes with accepting reality as it
is. “Science is Real” signs might serve as useful virtue signals, but they will
rarely convert people whose commitment to falsehoods shape their personal,
political, and even ontological sense of self. Second, that the denial of truth is
notsimply a matter of intelligence or political affiliation. While itis empirically
undeniable that misinformation is currently “accepted more readily among
conservatives than liberals” (Lewandowsky et al. 359), Open City underscores
that education and erudition are not bulwarks against bullshit - for Julius, at
least, the opposite is true.

In nurturing these conclusions, Open City underscores why encyclopedic
narrative is not merely relevant but essential in the age of post-truth. Born
of the same historical forces regularly exploited by purveyors of post-truth —
the profusion of information — encyclopedic fictions challenge us to actively
experience, rather than simply observe or judge, the epistemological problems
driving post-truth. “Experience” is the operative word here. In contrast to
the pseudo-clarity offered by post-truth politicians 4nd some of their most
vociferous critics, encyclopedic texts challenge readers to sit with the epistemic
uncertainty, cognitive overload, and self-doubt that post-truth pretends to
overcome. Sitting with these problems, of course, is not the same thing as
solving them. But by forcing us to inhabit rather than evade the epistemic
pressures driving our current crisis, encyclopedic texts cultivate something
that resistance alone — whether in the form of debunking, fact-checking, or
moral denunciation — cannot: the discipline required to confront complexity
without converting it into premature conclusions.
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