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Toyohashi City Coordinator for
International Relations

Today | would like to introduce you to someone. This
man died about one year prior to this column's time of
writing, and | would like use this column to pay my bela-
ted respects. This man's name is David Foster Wallace
(hereafter DFW), and over the past year he has become
one of my favorite writers. Sadly, little of his writing has
been translated into Japanese, but | would like to spend the
rest of this column explaining how he came to be my favor-
ite writer and why I think it will be a good thing when
Japanese people get to read his work.

After DFW's death, numerous obituaries appeared in
blogs and newspapers praising his achievements and call-
ing him one of greatest turn-of-the-millennium era Ameri-
can authors. When | read those obits, | felt like I had
missed out because | had never read any of his works.
However, upon reading his bibliography, I realized | had
read one of his works in college, his* Tense Present. De-
mocracy, English and Wars over Usage” (also published as
“ Authority and American Usage”), a review of a diction-
ary that diverges into examinations of prescriptive vs. de-
scriptive linguistics and the controversy in America over
African-American English Vernacular. Below is one of the
highlights of that review, where Wallace explains his pri-
mary reason for recommending the dictionary, namely that
the author goes about constructing the dictionary with a
Democratic Spirit, which DFW defines as follows:

“ A Democratic Spirit is one that combines rigor and hu-
mility, i.e, passionate conviction plus a sedulous respect for
the convictions of others. [T]his is a difficult spirit to culti-
vate and maintain, particularly when to issues you feel
strongly about. Equally tough is a DS's criterion of 100 per-
cent intellectual integrity [0 you have to be willing to look
honestly at yourself and at your motives for believing what
you believe, and to do it more or less continually. .. A true
Democratic Spirit is up there with religious faith and emo-
tional maturity and all those other top-of-the-Maslow-Pyra-
mid-type qualities that people spend their whole lives
working on.”

The night that | realized | had read this work of DFW's,
and | reread it and rediscovered passages like the one
above. Soon after, | bought one of DFW's collections of es-
says and read it voraciously. His style is amazing: a com-
bination of both high and low diction that uses terminology
that is understandable but keeps the reader's mind at work
and presents itself with as much truth as possible laid bare
for the reader to absorb. After finishing that book, I bought
his celebrated novel Infinite Jest and another collection of
his essays, both of which I am still in the middle of reading.

My main reason for stating all this now is the same as a
reason the German translator of Infinite Jest gave for the
whole world to lament DFW's death: his work is an amaz-
ing window on life in America around the turn of the mil-
lennium. DFW shows both sinister and sublime elements of
American culture, and | wish that people in Japan can get
to see both.

0 OOWallace, David Foster.* Tense Present: Democracy, English, and the
Wars over Usage.” Harper's Magazine April 2001: 39-58. Print.
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