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“Get to know your garbage”  

(Underworld, DeLillo 285) 

 

1 Introduction 

In August of 2016 a group of scientists known as the Working Group on the Anthropocene 

(WGA) presented a recommendation to the International Geological Congress to officially 

recognize the Anthropocene as the current geological period. The term “Anthropocene” was 

popularized by the Nobel Prize-Winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen in the year 2000. 

Etymologically, it is a combination of anthopo-, the ancient Greek word for human, and –

cene, which originally means new and is the ending of all geological epochs in the Cenozoic 

era. Essentially, this is the epoch in which human agency is a dominant force within geology. 

Officially we still live in the Holocene, as we have been since the last ice age. But evidence 

that the Holocene has already been replaced by the Anthropocene is now quite literally 

mounting, in the form of garbage dumps and other human by-products. To temporally define 

the transition between two geological periods geologists require a decisive and specific signal. 

In the current situation there are several such potential signals to chose from, including the 

rapid mass extinctions of species and the fastest-rising temperatures in 66 million years. But 

the signal that the WGA has settled on as the decisive one is the global presence of 

radioactive elements, which are the remnants of nuclear bomb tests. They therefore propose 

that the Anthropocene began around 1950 (Carrington). 

The Anthropocene is not exclusively a concept relevant to natural sciences. On 

the contrary, it is increasingly gaining traction in the arts and the humanities. One scholar that 

has had a leading role in defining what the Anthropocene means for the humanities is the 

Indian historian Dipesh Chakrabarty. In his article “The Climate of History” he comes to the 

conclusion that geological history and human history have now become one and the same 
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(Chakrabarty 201-207). As the two forms of history converge, the modern distinction between 

Natural Science and Social Science collapses. As the concept of the Anthropocene is too 

complex to fit within the traditional framework of any particular scientific discipline, the need 

for a new level of interdisciplinarity is apparent. The French philosopher Bruno Latour goes 

so far as to call the Anthropocene the most important theoretical concept since “modernity” 

(Latour 1-2). He also goes on to say that, within the context of modern science, people lack 

the mental and emotional repertoire required to fully comprehend the meaning of the 

Anthropocene. We may learn facts of the Anthropocene, but the facts alone are evidently not 

enough to make us adequately adapt to this new era. 

 It is clear then that new ways of coming to terms with the Anthropocene are 

needed. The ambition of this essay is to demonstrate how fiction may be one such possible 

route towards a deeper understanding. A strong proponent of this position is Adam Trexler, 

who in his 2015 book Anthropocene Fictions illustrates how fiction has the ability to take 

cold and abstract facts from the natural sciences and turn them into something much more 

tangible, relatable and inspiring.	  This essay aims to explore ways in which we can approach 

the Anthropocene through fiction, or in this case, specifically through Don DeLillo’s 1997 

novel Underworld. The choice of this text may at first appear arbitrary, but on closer 

examination it connects to the Anthropocene in several ways. The prologue of the novel takes 

us to a 1951 historical baseball game between the New York Giants and the Brooklyn 

Dodgers. On the day of the game the Soviet Union successfully detonates a nuclear bomb for 

the second time.1 In other words, Underworld begins essentially the same time as the Earth 

officially enters the Anthropocene. The novel then goes on to tell a multitude of stories about 

both fictional and historical characters, played out all across America and spanning the second 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 DeLillo’s initial inspiration to the novel was the front page of The New York Times the day 

after, which displayed the two events side by side (Cooke). 
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half of the last century. More than anything else, Underworld is a portrait of America, and a 

chronicle of American experiences that were to be had in this time. Several critics have 

therefore called Underworld “the great American” novel of its time (Duvall 71), which speaks 

not only of the quality of the work, but also of its scope. It is this ambition of capturing the 

spirit of a time and nation that makes Underworld particularly interesting to consider in 

relation to the Anthropocene, as it is the very same zeitgeist and nation that has, perhaps more 

than any other, helped lead the way into the this new geological era. Thus this essay illustrates 

how reading this “great American novel” may contribute to the development of that mental 

and emotional repertoire that Latour sees as a prerequisite to fully comprehend the 

Anthropocene.  

 Underworld is a long, sprawling and complex work, which makes it difficult to 

do it justice in a short summary. Several storylines lack significance for the analysis and will 

therefore not be discussed. Not much happens in the novel in terms of a linear story. Rather, 

the reader is transported back and forth in time to take part in specific episodes in the lives of 

the characters. As an attempt to follow the narrative progression would therefore be awkward, 

this analysis is instead structured in accordance with the applied theories. The first chapter 

takes place in the late eighties and early nineties and introduces Nick Shay, the novel’s closest 

thing to a protagonist.  Nick leads a normal suburban family life in Phoenix, Arizona, and 

works as a waste disposal manager. He has driven out to the desert to meet his one-time lover 

Klara Sax (another central character) and to see her art project. Later on the reader gets to 

follow both their journeys out of their native Bronx, where Klara was a frustrated 1950s 

housewife and Nick a delinquent youth. Other characters of importance include Klara’s (ex-) 

husband, Mr Bronzini, an introspective high school maths teacher and chess coach to Nick’s 

younger brother Matty; Matty himself (who later goes on to become a nuclear physicist); 

Matty’s elementary school teacher, the stern nun Sister Edgar; Ismael Muñoz, a prolific 
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teenage graffiti artist who later runs a youth centre; and Marvin Lundy, a conspiratorially-

minded memorabilia trader. The two most important historical characters are FBI director J. 

Edgar Hoover and comedian Lenny Bruce. We also get to follow the journey of the baseball 

that was used to hit the winning home run in the baseball game of the prologue. Eventually it 

ends up in the hands of Nick, after being tracked down by Marvin. But it encounters many 

others on its way there, and so functions as a propulsion device connecting several otherwise 

separate narratives. In addition, there are a number of minor characters that take centre stage 

only for a chapter, and often do not appear again.  

Given the multifarious nature of the novel there are many small streams relating 

to ecological concerns that together make up one large thematic river. However, there are two 

such streams that deserve special attention. These are garbage and radioactivity. These two 

are not only phenomena that define the Anthropocene, but also ever-present themes 

underlying Underworld. Consequently, in the analysis they function as red threads that bind 

together the ecological themes within the novel. The theories of the English philosopher 

Timothy Morton have been given particular attention in the analysis. Morton situates his 

collective ecological theories under the umbrella-term dark ecology. Viewing Underworld 

through the lens of dark ecology enriches the reading of the novel by situating its ecological 

themes within a theoretical context, and thereby letting it be more comprehensively informed 

by the idea of the Anthropocene. Additionally, the novel is regarded in relation to the concept 

of toxic discourse, which is a trend identified and explicated by the literary critic Lawrence 

Buell. 

 

1.1	  Literature	  review	  

Don DeLillo is one of the most celebrated and influential authors in contemporary American 

fiction. He was born in 1936 and grew up in a working class Italian-American family in the 
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Bronx, New York. He had a relatively late blooming as a writer, but has since his 1971 debut 

Americana published a long list of novels, plays, essays and short stories. Much scholarly 

work has been done on DeLillo, often highlighting themes such as media saturation in society, 

consumerism and post-modernity. However, he has increasingly been giving more space to 

ecological themes in his writing. This trend can be clearly seen accelerating from his 1985 

novel White Noise, and according to Kate Marshall in her article “What Are the Novels of the 

Anthropocene? American Fiction in Geological Time” to culminate in his second latest novel 

Point Omega (2010). 

 Surprisingly, Underworld appears to never before have been discussed at length 

in relation to the Anthropocene, and relatively little has been written about it from a strictly 

ecocritical perspective. Erik Kielland-Lund provides an exception to this rule with his article 

“The Subversion of Nature in Don DeLillo's Underworld”. He fails to mention the 

Anthropocene, but brings up a number of other interesting points. Kielland-Lund points out 

that while Underworld is an intensely urban novel nature still plays a major role, albeit a very 

different one than it does in traditional nature writing. Essentially, he sees Underworld as a 

tale of hubris in the name of progress, and sums it up particularly well when he refers to the 

novel as “a dispassionate pre-apocalyptic analysis of many of the most important implications 

of our current failure to salvage Planet Earth” (Kielland-Lund 95). This underlines how 

quotidian the subversion of nature is perceived in the novel.  

 While not much else has been written directly about Underworld in relation to 

ecology, more has been written about two closely related areas, namely radioactivity and, 

most of all, garbage. Todd McGowan provides a striking example of this in his Lacanian 

analysis titled “The Obsolescence of Mystery and the Accumulation of Waste in Don 

DeLillo’s Underworld”. McGowan describes Underworld’s post-modern climate as a place 

where the proximity of the Lacanian Other renders desire so easily appeased that mystery no 
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longer can exist; contemporary life in the developed world lacks the “lacking” itself, so there 

are no more places to anchor our desire. The result of this, he argues through elaborate 

Freudian logic, is that desire, through the objet petit a, is transposed from the Other onto 

waste and garbage. He sees this shift reflected in the very title of the book; we now live in an 

“Underworld”, where what has been discarded is now that which is central. 

 McGowan’s theory brings to light many of the most important shifts that culture 

has undergone during Underworld’s half-century time span. However, David H. Evans brings 

up an important point in his essay “Taking Out the Trash: Don DeLillo's Underworld, Liquid 

Modernity, and the End of Garbage,” namely, that the vast majority of texts written on the 

themes of garbage and (nuclear) waste in Underworld essentially interpret waste as a symbol 

or a vehicle for something else (in McGowan’s case desire). Evans recognizes the intellectual 

virtuosity behind several of these psychoanalytical (and other) readings of Underworld, but 

calls for the need to finally simply let garbage be garbage. Or, as he puts it (relating to a 

passage in White Noise): “sometimes a tampon in a banana skin is just a tampon in a banana 

skin” (Evans 115). 

 

1.2	  Morton’s	  Dark	  Ecology 

Two principal conclusions about the direction in which an ecocritical analysis of Underworld 

should go can be drawn from the literature review above. Firstly, Evans’ example of “letting 

garbage be garbage” must be followed; any theories applied in the analysis should not lead 

away from the real, the palpable, the actual radioactivity and garbage, but rather turn the focus 

onto these things themselves. Secondly, as Underworld differs from traditional nature writing, 

the analysis calls for theories that go beyond traditional theories of nature. Timothy Morton’s 

work fulfils these criteria particularly well. Morton’s background is in literary theory, but 

over the years he has drifted increasingly towards philosophy and ecological theory. Today he 
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is one of the main champions of the object oriented ontology movement, which in a nutshell 

can be described as a reversal of Immanuel Kant’s Copernican revolution. In other words, it 

puts the focus back onto the objects themselves, instead of focusing on human perception of 

objects. 

 In his first book on ecological theory, Ecology Without Nature, Morton argues 

that in order to reach a true understanding of ecology, we must rid our theoretical vocabulary 

of the term nature. The reason for this is that the idea of nature is inherently charged as a 

binary opposite of civilisation. We see civilisation as being embedded within nature, but still 

fundamentally different from it. The idealized image of Mother Nature prevails, and much 

environmental thought is still based on not disturbing her perceived harmonious but fragile 

balance. Morton likens this romantic notion to putting nature on a pedestal, similar to the way 

in which the patriarchy views women, and sees it as similarly counterproductive (Morton 

intro). In the absence of nature a new and less biased aesthetics of ecology may emerge. In 

his second book on ecological theory, The Ecological Thought, he fills this newly opened gap 

with what he calls dark ecology. Dark ecology is essentially an attempt to talk about ecology 

in a more encompassing way, by also embracing its dark sides, its ugliness, its irony and its 

horror. Two central concepts under the umbrella of dark ecology are the mesh and 

hyperobjects. This pair has be given a central place in the analysis as they both can help to 

more clearly elucidate ecological themes in Underworld, which otherwise remain obscure.   

 

2 Analysis 

This analysis is divided into three parts. The first two focus respectively on garbage and on 

radioactivity, seen through the perspective of dark ecology. The third part views how the 

Anthropocene relates to capitalism, history and toxic discourse in Underworld, as well as how 

that correlates to the first two sections. 
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2.1 Garbage in the Mesh 

Waste is everywhere in Underworld (the words “waste” and “garbage” will largely be used 

interchangeably in the analysis, as that is the case in the novel). It is found both in passing 

seemingly insignificant details, and discussed at length in philosophical internal monologues. 

Primarily, we see garbage through the eyes of Nick. He interacts with garbage every day in 

his work, and has beyond that welcomed garbage into his inner life as a primary and constant 

point of reference. He shares this preoccupation with his colleagues, his wife and several 

other characters. The presence of garbage is clearly ubiquitous in Underworld, yet its 

meaning remains enigmatic. Here the concept of the mesh can help to, at the very least, give a 

perspective that creates some coherence.  

 Morton uses the term mesh to signify everything that exists in the physical 

world (Morton, ch.1). At a first glance, such a concept does not appear particularly useful. 

However, what he attempts to achieve is the development of a new way to, more accurately, 

speak about ecology and the physical world in the absence of the idea of nature. While the 

concept of nature is based on exclusion of the “unnatural”, the mesh is all-inclusive. More 

than anything else, what Morton wants to communicate through the concept is the 

interconnectivity between everything there is, down to the subatomic level. This meaning is 

paralleled by the colloquial use of the word mesh, i.e., interwoven fabric. In the development 

of his theory Morton draws heavily on Charles Darwin. It is beyond the scope of this essay to 

go into detail about his conclusions regarding biology (which is largely his focus), but it is 

worth mentioning that he underlines the fluidity of the physical world, as well as the absence 

of fixed or independent categories. Morton is also a self-professed Derridean. This is an 

unexpected mix of theories, but, as argued in the introduction, such radical interdisciplinarity 

is exactly what is required in order to approach the Anthropocene. 
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So, the conceptual essence of mesh is that everything is connected, and if there 

is an essential conceptualization of Underworld it would probably be the very same. This is 

most clearly seen in how the, at first seemingly independent, narratives end up interlocking in 

various ways. But the connections appear to also go deeper than that, sometimes almost 

operating on a mystical level. In the very end of the epilogue, Sister Edgar has what can only 

be described as a revelation, which gives the impression of almost being a conclusion to the 

entire novel. She proclaims: “There are only connections. Everything is connected. All human 

knowledge gathered and linked, hyperlinked, this site leading to that, this fact referenced to 

that, a keystroke, a mouse-click, a password–world without an end, amen” (DeLillo 825). 

Sister Edgar is talking about the Internet. But from the context it is evident that she is also 

referring to spiritual connections beyond that. Linked, hyperlinked, and constantly referencing 

each other is how the novel’s narratives interact; the stories not only connect in the direct or 

causal sense, they also repeatedly echo one another thematically. For instance, Sister Edgar is 

in many ways a kindred spirit to her namesake J. Edgar Hoover. What she is saying is also 

clearly Derridean; “There are only connections”, everything generates its meanings only in 

relation to other things. To take the slogan “everything is connected” one step further it could 

also be argued that it sums up the Anthropocene; human history now shapes geological 

history, and vice versa. 

Underworld’s strongest allusion to the Anthropocene comes in passing, from an 

undefined narrative voice in an episode where the two nuns Sister Edgar and Sister Gracie are 

visiting Ismael’s youth centre in the Bronx. Two of the children have dug up a television set: 

“…out of the garbage pits, where it was layered in the geological age of leisure-time 

appliances (DeLillo 812). This formulation is particularly noteworthy given the fact that 

Underworld was published four years before the notion of the Anthropocene was popularized, 

which means DeLillo was reflecting on the idea before it was formally developed. This short 
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quote also sums up the inclusive nature of the mesh; television sets are as much a part of the 

mesh as are mountains and trees, and they are consequently of equal importance in 

Anthropocene geology. Moreover, the words “layered” and “geological age” evoke a sense 

of deep time (the earth’s own temporality). Beyond saying that we now live in a time in which 

leisure-time appliances are subject to geology, DeLillo communicates a sense that our 

discarded television sets and other garbage will be there to find for future archaeologists, as a 

layer in the ground, above the remnants of the Holocene, and underneath whatever is next to 

come. 

 None of the characters reflect on the Anthropocene this directly. Several do, 

however, incessantly reflect upon the nature of waste and garbage. It is not so much that they 

represent radically different points of view on the subject, on the contrary, they all seem to 

express similar sentiments, varying mostly in the degree to which they are willing to push 

their ideas. How this is manifested in the text will increasingly become evident below. One 

thing that repeatedly gets emphasised is how arbitrary and fluid the definition of garbage is. 

This is nicely illustrated by the peripheral character “John the Super”, a janitor who tells Mr. 

Bronzini and his friends stories about the various sorts of garbage he has handled:   

 

Mannaggia L’America. 

     This goddamn country has garbage you can eat, garbage that’s better to eat 

than the food on the table in other countries. They have garbage here you can 

furnish your house and feed your kids. (DeLillo 766) 

 

This highlights how “garbage” is a linguistic construction (it is that which is discarded, and no 

longer wanted), and how there is no inherent (lack of) quality in the things that we discard 

that make them garbage, beyond their being discarded. But what John wants to point out is 
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how much is needlessly wasted in America, and how unfair the distribution of wealth is. The 

proclamation “Mannaggia L’America” (Neapolitan slang meaning roughly: “damnit 

America”) is particularly interesting here, as it hovers alone above the paragraph almost as if 

it was some sort of title for the prevailing American attitude towards waste and for the age we 

live in. 

 Another episode illustrating the arbitrary definitions of garbage comes in one of 

Nick’s many internal monologues on the subject. Influenced by his colleague Sims, Nick 

comes to see garbage everywhere and in everything:  

 

Marian and I saw products as garbage even when they sat gleaming on store 

shelves, yet unbought, we didn’t say, What kind of casserole will that make? We 

said, What kind of garbage will that make? […] First we saw the garbage, then 

we saw the product as food or lightbulbs or dandruff shampoo. How does it 

measure up as waste, we asked. We asked whether it’s responsible to eat a 

certain item if the package the item comes in will live a million years. (DeLillo 

120) 

 

Nick is here seeing things from the same perspective as Morton; light bulbs, shampoo and 

“garbage” are all temporary labels. A light bulb is in any case destined to become garbage the 

moment it is created. Thinking through the mesh does not differentiate between what is called 

“garbage” and what is not, instead it emphasises that all these objects are now irrevocably part 

of our (dark) ecology, and in many cases will be for a very long time. Morton refers to his 

dark ecology as theories of (co-) existentialism (Morton, ch.2). Adapting to the Anthropocene 

means figuring out how to best coexist with all objects within the mesh, regardless of their 

aesthetics. The prevailing attitude in modern society is to view garbage as something that we 
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simply get rid of. Certainly, this attitude is the most natural, as that which is perceived as ugly 

and no longer wanted we instinctively want out of our sight and out of our minds. In our 

everyday lives this strategy works deceptively well; when we throw something in the bin it 

effectively disappears from our lives. The problem of course is that things do not simply 

disappear.  

On the contrary, the fact that we can so easily get garbage out of our sight 

makes us generate even more of it. DeLillo appears keenly aware of this issue. Arguably it is 

the realisation that everything is connected that leads both DeLillo and Morton to the 

conclusion that nothing should be hidden, forgotten or ignored on the grounds of aesthetic 

prejudice. This position finds a voice in the curious character Jessie Detweiler. Detweiler is a 

former political activist turned university lecturer and waste consultant. Even though he is a 

minor character, many of the novel’s central ideas come from him. Standing above a landfill 

and in front of Nick and his colleagues he lectures: 

 

Bring garbage into the open. Let people see it and respect it. Don’t hide your 

waste facilities. Make an architecture of waste. Design gorgeous buildings to 

recycle waste and invite people to collect their own garbage and bring it with 

them to press rams and conveyors. Get to know your garbage. (DeLillo 285) 

 

Detweiler is doing precisely that which Morton is calling for with his dark ecology, namely 

embracing the ugly, uncomfortable and dark aspects of the mesh. Thinking through the mesh 

can generate the obvious yet alien realisation that, objectively speaking, there are no such 

things as garbage and products; these are only arbitrary human definitions. This realisation 

may in turn lead to a greater respect for the significance of the objects with which we coexist. 
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Instead of hiding garbage in landfills Detweiler wants to bring it back into society. While this 

“architecture of waste” may seem an absurd idea, one need not interpret it quite so literally.  

 Detweiler’s proposition is interesting to consider in relation to the role of art in 

the Anthropocene. Since facts alone are not enough to inspire an adequate reaction to this new 

era, the aspiration of the Anthropocene artist must be to do precisely that. That is, to 

communicate, on an emotional level, that the garbage does not simply disappear. Embracing 

the dark sides of ecology does not mean to welcome more accumulation of garbage; it simply 

means to fully acknowledge its significance. This is precisely what DeLillo does with 

Underworld. Within the novel itself there is another example of an artist that can be said to do 

the same thing. Klara Sax receives the nickname bag lady, after collecting trash on the streets 

for her various art projects. Later on she leads the enormous project of repainting an airfield 

full of derelict B-52 bomber planes.  

 

2.2 The Radioactive Hyperobject 

According to Morton the transition into the Anthropocene is marked by the emergence of 

manmade “hyperobjects” (Morton ch.3). Hyperobjects is another of Morton’s own terms, 

etymologically inspired by the artist Björk’s song Hyperballad. Essentially, a hyperobject is 

an object massively dispersed through time and space. Morton gives global warming, 

styrofoam and radioactive plutonium as examples of hyperobjects. These are not conceived of 

as individual objects in the traditional sense; with “styrofoam” he is not referring to an 

individual styrofoam cup, but to all styrofoam ever created. Consequently, hyperobjects can 

only be experienced fragmentarily. As Hyperobjects are of paramount importance in the 

Anthropocene yet their totality eludes our direct experience, Morton argues that literature and 

other forms of art are needed as mediums to fully convey their meaning. Conversely, applying 

the concept of hyperobjects to Underworld can generate a more coherent understanding of the 
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parts that radioactive waste and nuclear bombs play in the novel. The radioactive hyperobject 

is undoubtedly the most thematically central one in Underworld. However, hyperobjects such 

as styrofoam and other forms of plastics are included in the term “garbage”. The meaning of 

“garbage” (as one collective entity) can therefore often be understood as parallel to that of the 

radioactive hyperobject. Morton lists five properties that define a hyperobject; it is viscous, 

interobjective, phased, nonlocal, and has a temporality that is radically different than our own 

(Morton ch.3). The most effective way to illustrate what implications this has for Underworld 

is simply to review, one by one, how these five characteristics are manifest in the text.  

Hyperobjects are viscous, i.e. they stick to us. An eerie real-world example of 

this is that everyone born after 1963 carries radioactive matter in their teeth (Farrier). 

Underworld shows examples of the actual horrors resulting from exposure to radioactivity, 

but the viscosity of plutonium is perhaps even more evident in a less literal sense, namely, in 

the way that it has penetrated the mentalities of the characters. To the Cold War-era 

inhabitants of Underworld “the bomb” has become a constant point of reference. Kielland-

Lund brings up a quote from the historian Paul Boyer who puts the finger on this Cold War 

mentality: 

 

So fully does the nuclear reality pervade my consciousness that it is hard to 

imagine what existence would have been like without it. It is as though the 

Bomb has become one of those categories of Being, like Space and Time, that 

according to Kant, are built into the very structure of our minds, giving shape 

and meaning to all our perceptions. (Kielland-Lund 92) 

 

This sentiment is implied over and over again in Underworld. Interestingly, the presence of 

“the bomb” is not always portrayed as something bad. On the contrary, there are several 
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occasions when the nuclear threat is portrayed as a source of mental stability and even joy. 

For example, there is the 1950s classroom nuclear war drill, which gives the young Matty a 

deep sense of purpose and belonging. Martin Lundy takes this notion to the extreme in a 

paranoid theory of how the threat of nuclear war is what keeps people sane, which he presents 

to Brian who has really only come to Martin’s memorabilia store to browse baseball cards: 

“You need the leaders of both sides to keep the Cold War going. It’s the one constant thing. 

It’s honest, it’s dependable” (DeLillo 170).  

 Closely related to this viscosity is the interobjectivity of hyperobjects, meaning 

that they are manifested in a large number of individual entities, yet they are not reducible to 

any of these. Further, the radioactive hyperobject is not reducible to all the collective 

plutonium in the world; it is equally manifest in the biological abnormalities caused by 

radiation. Consequently, the radioactive hyperobject is nonlocal (it is present in varying 

degrees everywhere). In a textual sense, the same thing appears to be true in Underworld. 

Even when it not directly discussed its thematic echoes are still felt. For example, there is an 

oblique but deep connection between baseball and “the bomb.” From the ominously titled 

prologue “The Triumph of Death” (which on the surface is all about a baseball game) and 

onwards, the two are on a strangely parallel trajectory. As Marvin points out to Brian: they 

make the radioactive core the exact same size as a baseball (DeLillo 172). Even DeLillo’s 

language evokes a sense of the bomb’s ubiquity. Expressions such as “cherry-bomb red” 

(395), “bombing the night with music” (201) and “so blond she could be radioactive” (586) 

are not uncommon in the novel. Then there is the case of Ismael, who is bombing (spray-

painting) the subway trains with his graffiti. All this adds to that feeling of how everything is 

connected in Underworld. 
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Morton argues that hyperobjects occupy “phase spaces” unattainable by human 

perception (we can typically not perceive radiation). In a press conference relating to her art 

project, Klara expresses this same notion about the bomb: 

 

‘… they had brought something into the world that out-imagined the mind.       

 They didn’t even know what to call the early bomb. The thing or the gadget or 

something. And Oppenheimer said, It is merde. […] He meant something that 

eludes naming is automatically relegated, he is saying, to the status of shit. You 

can’t name it. It’s to big or evil or outside your experience. It’s also shit because 

it’s garbage, it’s waste material.’ (DeLillo 76) 

 

Besides emphasising the elusiveness of the radioactive hyperobject, Klara points to another 

central relationship in Underworld, namely that between (nuclear) weapons and garbage. This 

connection is explicitly discussed at several occasions, most notably in the only episode of the 

novel to take place outside of the United States, when Nick and Brian travel to Kazakhstan to 

discuss a business partnership with Viktor Maltsev, who specializes on the disposal of 

dangerous waste. In a discussion between Nick and Viktor on the relationship between 

garbage and nuclear weapons they agree that one is the mystical twin of the other (DeLillo 

791).  

 In a discussion about the Anthropocene the most relevant of the five essential 

characteristics of hyperobjects that Morton defines is probably their temporality. Morton 

holds that because hyperobjects have a temporality that is so different from our own they 

force us to relinquish the notion of time as a neutral container. Rather, he claims, hyperobjects 

emit temporalities of their own, much like a planet does in Einstein’s theory of relativity. 

Consequently it can be argued that the (previously) reassuring notion of deep time is 
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disturbed. Prior to the emergence of hyperobjects, juxtaposing human activity with deep time 

had the potential to evoke a comforting sense of humanity’s insignificance in a geological 

context. In Underworld, on the other hand, we see a world permeated by hyperobjects, and 

consequently this juxtaposition is rendered in a very different light. This fundamental 

Anthropocene issue is explicitly discussed in Underworld a number of times. The example 

above, in which Nick considers whether its responsible to buy a product whose packaging 

will go on to exist for another million years, is just one of many such instances.  

However, what is perhaps more interesting is the sense of temporality that the 

novel generates through its nonlinear narrative and relatively large temporal scope. The 

frequent temporal jumps not only encourage the reader to reflect on time itself, but also serve 

as a reminder of how fleeting historical conditions are. The conditions of quotidian experience 

have a tendency to appear stagnant and absolute. This is a fallacy to which Underworld has 

the potential to work as an antidote.  The most monumental political shift to take place within 

Underworld’s time-span is surely the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc. 

The “us and them” dichotomy between East and West serves, in the earlier decades of the 

novel’s time frame, as a fundamental framework though which experience is filtered and 

meaning created. Central to this phenomenon is of course fear of nuclear war. But as the Cold 

War fades its correlating mentality transforms accordingly. What this means has been 

discussed both in the novel itself (Marvin) and in discussion about it (McGowan). One very 

concrete difference that it brings about is that fear of nuclear war is replaced by fear of 

nuclear waste. Underworld takes the reader straight from a Lenny Bruce performance during 

the 1962 Cuba Crisis, in which he, without hyperbole, repeatedly exclaims “we’re all gonna 

die!” (DeLillo 506) to a 1990’s climate of globalized capitalism, where the threat of nuclear 

war appears relegated to history. What is interesting about this is not so much that it illustrates 

how our collective fears react to political events, but rather how transitory political conditions 
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appear all but permanent to the popular consciousness. In this regard Underworld functions as 

a much needed wake up call to snap the reader out of any Fukuyama-esque illusions of an end 

to history. The perceived risk of nuclear war disappeared practically overnight, and there is 

nothing that guarantees that it will not reappear just as suddenly. This once again highlights 

how alien the temporality of hyperobjects is to our own. The time-bound and historically 

narrow interpretations of the radioactive hyperobject within Underworld illustrate how human 

time does not mix well with the temporality of hyperobjects, nor with deep time; it appears 

we simply are not wired to fully comprehend their scales.  

 

2.3 Material Spirit in the Anthropocene Underworld 

“Longing on a large scale is what makes history” (DeLillo 11). This prophetic statement 

comes from the omniscient narrator on the very first page of the prologue. Unfortunately, in 

our Anthropocene era, this also means that what drives geological history is no longer 

primarily the earth’s own ecosystems, but rather human desire. The foremost channel through 

which human desire has been able to manifest itself geologically is capitalism. Several 

theorists have argued that the geological significance of capital is so great that we should in 

fact speak of the Capitalocene rather than the Anthropocene. Jason W. Moore – one of the 

most prominent scholars representing this view – argues that the word “Anthropocene” plays 

an old capitalist trick on us; namely, by speaking of the age of “humanity” (as one collective 

agent) it is semantically inferred that the problems of the world are created by everyone, when 

they are in fact created by capital (Moore). Consequently, Moore argues that the 

Anthropocene as a concept fails to address issues such as class, ethnicity and gender; and that 

it therefore even may reinforce these naturalized inequalities, by silently accepting capitalism 

as the inevitable so-called natural state. It is beyond the scope of this essay to take any 

position in the Anthropocene vs. Capitalocene debate. However, it is undeniable that the 
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emergence of this new geological epoch is parallel with the development of capitalism, and as 

Underworld addresses the time during which global capitalism came into full bloom a 

discussion on the Anthropocene’s relation to capitalism in Underworld is necessary. 

 Despite the focus on waste, the expressions of capitalism in Underworld are not 

ones of rampant consumerism or commodity fetishism in the traditional sense. As McGowan 

claims in his analysis, it is as if life in Underworld’s post-Cold War America is so saturated 

by the availability of commodities that they no longer hold the power to kindle the desire of 

Nick and his contemporaries. There is also not much trace of any capitalistic ideological 

conviction in any of the characters, nor do we see any blatant disregard of ecological issues. 

On the contrary, as discussed above, several of the characters are constantly mindful of 

humanity’s geological footprint. Nick, for example, is nothing less than obsessed with 

recycling. On countless occasions he describes his routine of separating his household waste. 

Often little excerpts of the full routine will slip into Nick’s narration without any contextual 

justification. It is apparent that recycling is not only something that he is obsessed with; it is 

also an activity through which he generates a sense of pride and virtue. It is as if this rather 

insignificant act functions as an absolution of any other sins and excesses relating to waste 

and ecology. In Nick’s own words: “People look at their garbage differently now, seeing 

every bottle and crushed carton in a planetary context” (DeLillo 88).  

However, neither Nick nor anyone else in Underworld does much to change 

their behaviour in accordance with this newly gained perspective. In this regard the novel 

touches on a central dilemma of the Anthropocene, namely that even those intellectually 

aware of the Anthropocene typically fail to act in accordance with this awareness. In 

psychoanalytic terms this simultaneous acceptance and denial can be understood as a form of 

disavowal. The disavowal is not only rooted in our inherent mental inability to comprehend 

the Anthropocene and its hyperobjects; certainly, the role of our (capitalist) society in this 
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cannot be denied, with its imperatives to constantly accumulate and consume. As these 

imperatives are the very pillars on which the entire economic system rests they are deeply 

ingrained in (particularly American) society. The “ecologically conscious” population is 

therefore constantly exposed to two contradictory ideologies; one fits our intellectual 

sensibilities, and the other fits our practical life-styles.  

 The disavowal of the complications caused by overconsumption and waste is 

interesting to view in relation to Buell’s concept toxic discourse.  In a nutshell, the term refers 

to what he identifies as a cross-disciplinary trend of expressing fear of a poisoned world. He 

sees this trend as growing parallel with an anxiously industrializing culture, and accelerating 

all throughout the second half of the 20th century. Kiellend-Lund places Underworld 

“squarely” within the tradition of toxic discourse (Kiellend-Lund 85). He is not wrong to do 

so; however, the toxic discourse within Underworld is certainly atypical. Buell refers to 

DeLillo’s White Noise as a more classic example of toxic discourse. The novel’s protagonist 

is exposed to an “airborne toxic event”, which bursts his bubble of suburban safety. The event 

ends up being highly traumatic both for him and him and his community, but his initial 

response is one of denial: “these things happen to poor people who live in exposed areas. 

Society is set up in such a way that it's the poor and the uneducated who suffer the main 

impact of natural and man-made disasters” (Buell 662). While this notion is disproved in 

White Noise the same thing cannot be said for Underworld. On the contrary, in the only part 

of Underworld that directly addresses the adverse effects of toxicity, the victims are indeed 

poor people living in exposed areas. During their visit to Kazakhstan, Nick and Brian witness 

a multitude of horrible mutations in the population that has been exposed to radiation. This 

episode culminates when Viktor takes them to a medical institute that he calls the “Museum 

of Mishappens” (DeLillo 799). However, whenever on American soil the toxic discourse 

takes a very different shape. For example, Matty, who works at a nuclear research facility, 
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keeps hearing rumours of abnormal cancers and of children being born with mutations in the 

surrounding rural area. These are only rumours however, and therefore trigger in him a 

morbid curiosity rather real fear. To witness toxicity from a safe distance repeatedly awakens 

a sense of wonder and fascination rather that fear in the characters of Underworld. Detweiler 

predicts that such a feeling will in the future even lead to a form of nostalgia of the toxic:  

  

‘The more dangerous the waste, the more heroic it will become. Irradiated 

ground. The way the Indians venerate this terrain now, we’ll come to see it as 

sacred in the next century. Plutonium National Park. The last haunt of the white 

gods. Tourists wearing respirator masks and protective suits.’ (DeLillo 288) 

 

What DeLillo appears to express in this regard is that a seemingly safe distance from toxicity 

can still be bought with capital in this early stage of the Anthropocene. With this safe distance 

it is evidently not very difficult to remain in a state of comfortable disavowal. The toxicity of 

the Anthropocene may be global, but it is by no means equally distributed. The title of the 

epilogue in which the visit to Kazakhstan takes place is “Das Kapital,” which can clearly be 

understood as a not so subtle hint as to why this is. 

 Capitalism clearly plays a central role in the novel. However, it is examined 

from a somewhat unorthodox angle. Instead of focusing on consumption, DeLillo emphasises 

the significance of that which has already been consumed and discarded. Detweiler is again 

the character that pushes this idea further and more explicitly than any other. In a lecture to 

Nick and his colleagues Detweiler proposes that civilisation arose only as an act of self-

defence against the “push back” of that which had been discarded; and moreover, that garbage 

still remains the fundamental driving force of history. He goes on to further elaborate: “We 

make stupendous amounts of garbage, then we react to it, not only technologically, but in our 
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hearts and minds. We let it shape us. We let it control our thinking. Garbage comes first, then 

we make a system to deal with it” (DeLillo 288). This extravagant theory need not be 

accepted in its entirety. Nevertheless, it offers an alternative view of history, from which a 

grain of truth may arguably be salvaged. In any case, the idea that garbage shapes our hearts 

and minds definitely holds true in Underworld. 

A continuation of Detweiler’s theory of history can be traced in the conversation 

Nick and Viktor in which they discuss the “connection” between (nuclear) weapons and 

garbage. In it, Viktor concludes that garbage is the “devil twin” of the two, “Because waste is 

the secret history, the underhistory” (DeLillo 791). The choice of the word “underhistory” is 

clearly interesting here, as it seemingly relates to the title of the novel. McGowan suggests 

that that the title Underworld, above anything else, refers to the underlying significance of 

garbage (McGowan 125). He does not cite Viktor to justify this conclusion, but the 

connection seems obvious. Like Detweiler, Viktor talks of (nuclear) waste aggressively 

pushing back against its creators: “All those decades, he says, and we never thought about the 

dark multiplying byproduct. ‘And in this case’, I say. ‘In our case, in our age. What we 

excrete comes back to consume us.’” (DeLillo 791). It appears that that bringing to light this 

idea of a forgotten “underhistory” secretly steering the course of “regular history” is a 

fundamental motivation in DeLillo’s decision to focus on waste. By emphasising the 

significance of the “dark by-products” in this manner he is telling the “underhistory” of 

America, which is a history much truer to the Anthropocene than that most commonly told. 

Additionally, both waste and nuclear weapons are described by words with 

spiritual connotations. Nick flatly tells himself that waste is a religious thing (DeLillo 88); 

sister Edgar describes the explosion of a nuclear bomb as “dripping with christblood colors” 

(DeLillo 825); and Detweiler appears to be referring to plutonium as “white gods” in the 

quote above (288). Similar descriptions are frequent throughout the novel, and the tendency 
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has not gone unnoticed by critics. However, there have not been many developed 

interpretations of what the meaning of this language is. Kielland-Lund, for example, sees the 

untypically reverent descriptions of garbage as nothing more than a will on DeLillo’s part to 

play with the perimeters of the sacred and the profane (Kielland-Lund 89). This oppositional 

pair is more meaningfully understood in relation to the Anthropocene than on its own. While 

not necessarily making profane or banal objects sacred, the Anthropocene situates them 

within a geological and historical context, and consequently renders them more meaningful. 

Moreover, understanding “the profane” as hyperobjects further underlines its significance. 

The idea of waste being somehow spiritual also ties in with the idea of an “underhistory,” in 

which the profane and the banal is held up as that which is most important.  

An additional suggestion about the spiritual meaning of the nuclear threat is 

offered by Lenny Bruce during his Cuban Missile Crisis performance: “Because the atomic 

bomb is old testament. It’s the Jewish bible in spades. We feel at home with this judgement, 

this punishment hanging over us. Illness and misfortune. Speak to us sweetheart” (DeLillo 

592). Lenny here gives an important reminder that interpreting something in spiritual or 

religious terms does not necessarily mean that is also has to be interpreted as a force for good; 

the apocalypse is as much a part of the Bible as is the love of God.  

 Clearly, spirituality is a notoriously vague term and therefore a somewhat 

uncomfortable one to use in a theoretical analysis. Underworld offers no solution to this 

problem. On the contrary, the references to spirituality are fleeting and obscure. However, the 

idea that everything is connected undeniably appears to be something of a spiritual core to the 

novel. With the various connections in Underworld there is constantly a fine line between 

insightfulness and paranoia, and even when a case of the former or the latter is obvious, there 

often appears to be some insight in the paranoia, and some paranoia in the insight. For 

example, in something of a temporary psychotic episode, Matty concludes: “Om does not 
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rhyme with the bomb. It only looks that way” (DeLillo 466). Om of course is the divine 

cosmic vibration in Hindu belief. Later on, in an unrelated episode, Nick sees a group of 

hippies parading down the street:  

 

…and the marchers chanted a sort of hummed syllable, a thing with a twang, it 

sounded to me like Bomb, a vibe with the gravid tone of prayer, repeated, 

repeated, but they wouldn’t be chanting an ominous word would they, with 

infants strapped to their chests and backs. (DeLillo 635) 

 

The word that they are chanting is obviously Om. It is interesting how the word immediately 

gets recycled in “om-nious”, and how the word “strapped” evokes the though of explosives. 

Constant thematic echoes and repetitions such as these give the impression of describing 

connections of deeper meaning.  

When Morton speculates on possible best-case scenarios for the future of human 

kind and its relation to ecology he envisions a society that has overcome the Holocene 

hangover that is today’s materialist values (Morton ch.3). Yet such a society would, even 

thousands of years from now, still inevitably have to live with and care for the hyperobjects 

that are being created today.  Moreover, he predicts that due to the significance of the care for 

the radioactive hyperobject, a form of spirituality may arise in the relation to it, simply out of 

necessity. In Underworld such a spirituality of the material is already in place, relating both to 

waste and plutonium.  

DeLillo presents a number of ostensible dichotomies, such as spirit and matter, 

the sacred and the profane, clarity and paranoia, and history and “underhistory”. However, on 

closer inspection it appears that the polar opposites of each pair belong to the same circle, and 

that they are, therefore, not in fact so much dichotomies as they are dualities. Whatever the 
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meaning of the connections may or may not be, it is evident that DeLillo deliberately is 

seeking to generate a sense of mystery. Arguably, the blurring of the lines in these dualities 

can be attributed to the ever-increasing interconnectivity of media and information in time 

that Underworld portrays. Sister Edgar (above) describes the internet age as creating a world 

in which there are only connections, where everything is hyperlinked and generates its 

meaning from that which it references. If the medium here is understood to be the message, 

the perceived connections in Underworld could be explained as corresponding by-products. 

However, such speculation could be said to come out of precisely such a (paranoid) mentality 

that it is itself attempting to explain. Perhaps then the sense of mystery in itself is the most 

important thing to take away from this, as mystery is what stimulates the intellect. McGowan 

argues that mystery is strangled out of society in global capitalism and transposed onto waste. 

Regardless of whether this explanation is accepted or not, the mysterious portrayal of waste 

encourages the reader to constantly review, re-review and question the relationships between 

humanity, ecology, and that which we produce, consume and discard. Underworld refuses to 

give any clear-cut answers to these questions; rather, it leaves the reader with even more 

questions. However, this should not be regarded as a shortcoming. On the contrary, the 

ambiguity and mystery in Underworld play an important role in rendering the novel relevant 

in the Anthropocene era. As stated above, the function of fiction in the Anthropocene is not to 

give factual or definite answers, but to inspire reactions that develop the emotional and 

intellectual repertoire of the reader, so that he or she can gain a fuller comprehension of the 

Anthropocene condition. 

 

3 Conclusion 

The importance of waste and garbage is paramount in Underworld. DeLillo presents a portrait 

of America defined by what it discards, rather than what it creates. On several occasions in 
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the novel it can be inferred that, just as in the mesh, everything is connected. This realisation 

may lead to the conclusion that nothing should be forgotten or ignored. Arguably, this is why 

DeLillo chooses to give centre stage to garbage, which is otherwise typically hidden or 

forgotten. This embracing of the dark aspects of ecology can be described as an attempt from 

DeLillo to tell what might be called the underhistory of America, which is very much an 

Anthropocene history. 

 Radioactivity can be understood as the ultimate form of waste in Underworld. 

Viewing manmade radioactivity as a hyperobject brings to light all of its most important 

functions. Garbage and radioactivity both leave deep character-defining impressions on the 

inhabitants of Underworld. “The bomb” permeates the lives of the Cold War-era Americans 

to an immense degree. However, in the post-Soviet era the threat of nuclear war is perceived 

as belonging to the past. The rapid temporal shifts in the narrative between these two 

positions emphasises the natural human fallacy to interpret current conditions as permanent, 

and thereby furthermore highlights the incompatibility of human perception of time with the 

temporality of hyperobjects and deep time.  

 The relationship between the Anthropocene and capitalism is closely knit, and is 

therefore impossible to ignore in the novel. Although the moral imperatives of the two are 

contradictory, Underworld illustrates that it is possible to comfortably internalise this 

contradiction, due to the fact that capital still has the power to insulate the fortunate from the 

adverse effects of the Anthropocene. Because of this purchasable safe distance from 

Anthropocene toxicity, Underworld develops an unusual form of toxic discourse, in which 

radioactivity and waste are perceived as sacred. This appears to be a form of materialist 

spirituality. Polar opposites such as spirit and matter and the sacred and the profane appear to 

belong to the same circles in Underworld, which again brings back the mantra: everything is 

connected. However, the connections in Underworld are constantly bordering on paranoia, 
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and their meanings largely remain enigmatic. This generates a sense of mystery, which in turn 

generates a more fruitful response from the reader in regards to the central matters of the 

Anthropocene. With the multitude of complex ecological themes in Underworld taken into 

account, it can be argued that DeLillo illustrates how the reading of the fiction can provide a 

unique channel through which one may gain a fuller comprehension of the Anthropocene 

condition.  
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