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The Instruction Manual” is admittedly an odd place for an account 
of John Ashbery’s poetry to begin. As Marjorie Perloff (1999: 252) 

notes, given its transparency and directness, the poem is exemplary of 
little else in Some Trees (1956) or the later books. It is an anomaly in a 
book of anomalies, a book that, compared with the more thematically 
unified later volumes, seems a mere miscellany, a “collection” of experi-
ments, pastiches, and sketches for various germinal styles that never 
came to fruition. Yet the fact that Ashbery almost never again wrote 
anything so flat and transparent may make it a more  appropriate place 
for an investigation of his early work to begin, as if he disclosed some-
thing in that poem that he needed to cover up again just as quickly. If 
“The Instruction Manual” is a set of instructions, an ars poetica  — and 
Ashbery wrote many of these — it is one for a poet who never emerged, 
a how- to that he never took up. It is a set of instructions made to be 
disobeyed, perhaps because it makes his poetry all too simple and dia-
grammatic, contains its sleight- of- hand and casual mastery within a 
petty frame about alienated life and work. “As I sit looking out of a 
window of the building / I wish I did not have to write the instruction 
manual on the uses of a new metal” (Ashbery 1997: 8).

There is no better figure for the subsumption of the writer and 
writing by society, by capital and its compulsion to work, than the tech-
nical writer, the writer of manuals, whose every sentence is both subject 
and object of the managerial hierarchies of postwar society. By the mid- 
1950s white- collar workers like the one pictured in “The Instruction 
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Manual” had begun to outnumber their blue- collar counterparts, and 
a series of defining and popular books — from C. Wright Mills’s White 
Collar (1951) to William H. Whyte’s Organization Man (1956) — singled 
out the former group as a crucial and contradictory feature of the new 
society, ambiguously situated between the two poles of capital and 
labor.1 Because wartime and postwar automation in the manufactur-
ing sector aimed not only to reduce the number of laborers needed to 
produce everyday items but also, in the view of David F. Noble (1986: 
265 – 322), to wrest control over the speed and quality of labor from 
their hands and deliver it to a vast technical, clerical, and managerial 
superstructure, the white- collar workforce multiplied even while US 
dominance in manufacturing was still reaching its peak. As manufac-
turers learned to exploit “the uses of a new metal,” they required more 
and more white- collar workers to supervise and design work processes 
or to write about them in instruction manuals. Still, these white- collar 
workers were not the simple beneficiaries of Henry Ford’s assembly 
line and Frederick Winslow Taylor’s “scientific management,” which 
attempted to parse mental and physical activities into easily repeated 
routines. As Harry Braverman (1975: 326 – 48) makes clear in his influ-
ential study of automation, Labor and Monopoly Capital, they themselves 
were submitted to the same processes of automation, routinization, and 
deskilling. When the speaker of Allen Ginsberg’s “America,” first pub-
lished in the same year as “The Instruction Manual,” declares that “I 
will continue like Henry Ford my strophes are as individual as his auto-
mobiles more so they’re all different sexes,” he is reflecting less on the 
dehumanizing and deindividualizing character of Fordist industrial 
work than on the application of these processes to mental labor, and to 
writing in particular (Ginsberg 1959: 41).

Such workers are in a curious position. They are not owners — not 
entitled to the profits of the firm — but they are often proxies for the 
will of the owners. Indeed, a technical writer seems a perfect example 
of the double- edged nature of Taylorization for white- collar workers. 
The instructions that the speaker writes are the routines that other 
workers follow. Yet their production is itself scripted and routinized. 
With the development of the corporate form, the functional aspect of 

1 The three most important books are Mills 2002, Riesman 2001, and Whyte 
2002. See also Hoberek 2005: 1 – 32 and Liu 2004: 14 – 41.
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capital (command, organization, management) is hived off to employ-
ees, and the single unifying consciousness that might have existed in 
the small firm, supervising every aspect of production, shatters into 
scores of small positions of oversight, each correlated with some aspect 
of a process that can no longer be visualized in its entirety. While the 
writer of the instruction manual might well grasp the totality of the 
work process, this overview is paradoxically inscribed within a singu-
lar, monotonous task. Hence, as Andrew Hoberek (2005: 23) notes in 
his study of the white- collar middle class in postwar American fiction, 
workers like the speaker of “The Instruction Manual” tend to experi-
ence “mental labor [as] the site of both transcendence and disempow-
erment,” the former indexing a past life of petit bourgeois entrepre-
neurialism and the latter a future life of thoroughly proletarianized 
drudgery. But whereas Hoberek wants to demystify white- collar pre-
tensions to universality, I argue that their claim to universality derives 
from real features of white- collar work, since those who perform it 
are, in fact, often both bosses and subordinates, as well as mediators 
between executives and simple employees. This alone does not make 
their experience universal, but it does give such workers a uniquely 
privileged, albeit contradictory, viewpoint.

Written during Ashbery’s time working for a textbook company, 
“The Instruction Manual” dramatizes the doubleness of white- collar 
work by making the speaker both the commander and the executor 
of commands, both the one who imagines an excursion away from 
the banality of the working day, and into the streets of an idealized 
Guadalajara, and the one who actually sets out on it. Therefore, when 
the dual subject of the poem (both “I” and “you”) encounters an old 
woman whose son is absent because he has a bank job in Mexico City, 
he is reminded of his own absence and the job from which he strives 
to escape. He is thrust back on the spectatorial or touristic mode. This 
is the point of the dual subject: the “I” commands a “you” to submit to 
an experience but holds himself aloof from it. The circularity of the 
poem, which descends from an office window into the city and then 
rises to a church- top vista at the end, the whole of the city spread below, 
underscores the uncrossed distance between the “I” in his office and 
the doppelgänger “you” he addresses. This kind of play with point of 
view is a constant in Ashbery’s poetry and, in later books, remains con-
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nected to the theme of white- collar work, which, like literary point of 
view, involves administering relations between people.

Inspired by Raymond Roussel’s La vue  — an elaborate fifty- page 
meditation on a beach scene suspended inside a penholder — “The 
Instruction Manual” was one of the last poems Ashbery wrote for Some 
Trees, after W. H. Auden had already selected it for the Yale Younger 
Poets prize. At the time, Ashbery (2005: 249) worked at “various menial 
jobs in publishing,” including one in the college advertising depart-
ment at McGraw- Hill. He soon left for Paris and stayed there for ten 
years, writing the poems in The Tennis Court Oath (1962). The flight 
from work and into the scenery of Guadalajara in “The Instruction 
Manual” therefore anticipates his flight from the United States and his 
jobs there. The later poems were written in “a state of restless experi-
menting,” as Ashbery (2005: 250) notes, cobbled together from cheap 
English- language paperbacks bought on the Paris quays, magazines 
like Esquire, and other material found in the American library. Going 
forth, in this sense, also means looking back: the flight from the drab 
United States into the experimental climes of France required recourse 
to the demotic language he had left behind, as well as to images of 
the alienated labor that the United States now signified. Ashbery’s 
(1991: 109) remarks on Gertrude Stein’s self- imposed exile also apply 
to himself during this period: “[Her] distance from America afforded 
the proper focus and even the occasion for a monumental study of the 
making of Americans; the foreign language that surrounded her was 
probably also a necessary insulation for the immense effort of concen-
tration that this book [The Making of Americans ] required.”

As a poem about work, “The Instruction Manual” brings us a great 
distance from the ethos of craft that one finds in the modernism of 
Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams, George Oppen and Louis 
Zukofsky. For these poets, the representation of contact with elemental 
materials (wood, stone, metal) vouchsafed an artisanal dignity, where 
the made thing bore witness to the distinct hand of its maker.

                         Native now
Are the welder and the welder’s arc
In the subway’s iron circuits.
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2 Oppen also equates labor’s materiality with its masculinity: the burliness of the 
men is proportional to the resistance of the material and contrasts explicitly with the 
feebleness of the crippled girl. Furthermore, the masculine “labor before her birth” 
displaces the feminine creative powers of the kind of labor that the phrase puns on. 
The deindustrialization and dematerialization of labor in the postindustrial period 
also involved a “feminization of labor”: women entered the workforce in much larger 
numbers at the same time that certain occupations were feminized — that is, recoded 
with values, affects, and attitudes associated with femininity. As Eva Illouz (2007: 
10 – 25) shows, a therapeutic management regime asked male white- collar workers to 
cultivate certain values — receptivity, tolerance, and sensitivity — that they often expe-
rienced as emasculating. In many regards, then, the exaggerated masculinity and 
heteronormativity of the postwar workplace can be seen as a reaction against such 
a process, an attempt to secure masculine privileges against encroaching feminiza-
tion. See also Hicks 2009. We might treat Ashbery’s critical response to the white- 
collar workplace and its rigidity as equally a response to these norms of masculinity.

Here as elsewhere Oppen’s central figure is that of human activity hard-
ening into an inert form that, while testifying to the dignity of human 
action, is also and always a block for us, a form of maiming.

                                            The crippled girl hobbles
Painfully in the new depths
Of the subway, and painfully
We shift our eyes. The bare rails
And black walls contain
Labor before her birth, her twisted
Precarious birth and the men
Laborious, burly . . .
(Oppen 1972: 46)

For Oppen, poetry is a language of craft and things, capable of restor-
ing, and making visible, the work contained in the reified world around 
us; it proposes, against the mercenary and technocratic barbarization 
of matter and bodies, an artisanal grammar of tool, matter, environ-
ment, a grammar of the dignity of materials and makers, and a poten-
tial reciprocity between bodies and objects that is not possible in fully 
industrialized capitalism. Oppen’s late books often mourn this lost 
relationship to the world. They are a Heideggerian dirge for the lost 
fight against the infernal, practico- inert materiality that modernity and 
industrialization have become.2

Though Ashbery and Oppen were writing at the same time, none 
of this elemental or vital contact with materials is available for Ashbery; 
there is no primary relationship to matter in his work, no craft really. 
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His matters are verbal, prefabricated, demotic; they are made else-
where and by others, and what they offer to the intending conscious-
ness is arrangement, not making. The sentimental, clichéd phrases and 
images that flash up in Ashbery’s poems are not merely objects of ironic 
ridicule, though they are ironic. They are literally what there is to say: 
they are the life we live, the general form of experience that we must 
fill out. Ashbery’s attitude toward this language is a mostly loving one; 
no one has ever had a clearer sense of how a cliché can dawn like a 
revelation. His goal is to make this debased language come alive, not to 
replace it with a new language more erudite or more able to absorb the 
weight of past history, as with Pound or T. S. Eliot. As he says in an essay 
on the so- called New Realists — artists such as Yves Klein, Jean Tinguely, 
and Raymond Hains — their attempt to “come to grips with the empti-
ness of industrialized modern life” requires them “to accord it its due” 
(Ashbery 1991: 81). The mass- produced goods from which they con-
struct their art “are a common ground, a neutral language understood 
by everybody, and therefore the ideal material with which to create 
experiences which transcend these objects” (ibid.: 82). What does it 
mean to treat mass- produced objects as a given? For one, it means the 
impossibility of imagining them as objects that one might make. They 
simply appear, prefabricated. If one has a responsibility toward them, it 
is only to move them around, administer and rearrange them, sort and 
inventory them. In other words, the attitude that Ashbery approvingly 
attributes to the New Realists belongs to those white- collar and service- 
sector workers who, rather than produce commodities, ensure that they 
arrive at their destination.

These themes are developed in The Tennis Court Oath, a book that has 
remained something of a shibboleth, polarizing Ashbery’s admirers, 
who treat it alternately as his most interesting or his most unsuccessful 
work. The poems in it keep looking over their shoulder at the America 
from which Ashbery has fled, much as the speaker of “The Instruction 
Manual” is forced to return to the “emptiness of industrialized modern 
life” after his imaginary jaunts. Andrew Ross (1995: 202, 209) reads 
the book as a poetic homologue to pop art, linking its deployment of 
“demotic elements” to a new “consumer imagination,” and while Ross’s 
early essay is commendable for articulating the relationship of The Ten-
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nis Court Oath to an evolving capitalism, I argue that Ashbery’s book 
approaches the new products and processes of industrialized life not 
as consumer but as worker. In The Tennis Court Oath the emptiness of 
industrialized modern life is the emptiness of work life:

The Division was unsuitable
He thought. He was tempted not to fulfilling order written down
To him. The award on the wall
Believing it belonged to him.
Working and dreaming, getting the sun always right
In the end, he had supplanted the technician
With the bandage. Invented a new cradle.
The factory yard resounded
Filling up with air.
(Ashbery 1997: 106)

The start of this poem, “The Lozenges,” is a near match for “The Instruc-
tion Manual,” except that the rebelliousness is a bit more explicit: “He 
was tempted not to fulfilling” is one shade away from Bartleby’s “I would 
prefer not to.” While the earlier poem is limpid, this one possesses a 
slippery, disorderly grammar that is part of the speaker’s insubordina-
tion. Is he not at all tempted to fulfill the order, or is he merely tempted 
to not fulfill the order? This written “order” — both a message and  
organization — depends on a “Division” of labor between command and 
execution that is grammatical and social at once. Language and social 
hierarchy intertwine, so that orders are “written down” in the double 
sense of committed to paper and sent down the command chain to 
subordinates. However, this hierarchy is maintained not by direct rela-
tions between people but by relations between people and things, as 
Karl Marx’s account of the commodity fetish implies. The position that 
the speaker inhabits is reinforced by “the award on the wall / Believing 
it belonged to him.” The reification of the subject (as the grammatical 
and social object of orders) finds its complement in the personifica-
tion of the object. The problem that The Tennis Court Oath confronts, 
however, is that the person who resists commands, or is tempted to 
resist them, is also someone who gives commands and therefore is a 
“link in chains of power and obedience” (Mills 2002: 68). Although the 
speaker is the object of an invisible superior whose orders are conveyed 
by impersonal things, his own powers are transferred to other workers, 
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and likewise effected by things, so that he “supplant[s] the technician /  
With the bandage.”

While labor is only one of several leitmotifs in The Tennis Court Oath, 
scenes of employment, images of the “factory,” and characters iden-
tified not by name but by type of employment — teacher, janitor, sec-
retary, pilot, soldier, policeman — merit extended attention, probably 
because Ashbery seems the last person to consider labor a central 
category. Labor is perhaps best understood as the hidden and neces-
sary correlate of what the book presents as its central theme: political 
representation, or representation in general. Factory yard and tennis 
court, workplace and political assembly, are thus parallel sites where 
“representatives” and “managers” speak on behalf of their constituents 
or subordinates. Despite the allusion to the French Revolution in the 
book title, the theme of political representation hangs, for the most 
part, under the sign of America, and the poem “America” is one of the 
clearest expositions of the topics and devices at work. With its collection 
of subjects without predicates and predicates without subjects, the frag-
mented grammar of “America” allegorizes the problem of representa-
tive democracy: “Millions of us / The accident was terrible” (Ashbery 
1997: 65). The poem presents “a the stars” (ibid.), where the relation-
ship between individual “stars” or citizen fragments and their coher-
ence as a nation is radically indeterminate, carrying both a definite and 
an indefinite article. Ultimately, the poem attempts to imagine — in its 
confected syntax — new relations between the stars:

                 proud
of these stars in our flag we don’t want
the flag of film
waving over the sky
toward us — citizens of some future state.
                                                (ibid.: 69) 

The poet rejects the flag as ground and containment, as the grammar 
of belonging for the particle stars, just as he rejects conventional rela-
tionships between phrase and sentence in anticipation of some new 
mode of interrelationship, “some future state.” The flag is a principle of 
collection and assembly. In the logic of the poem, it becomes a “chain,” 
an “order,” and a “border.” But it is also a made thing, a product of 
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labor and its technical means, “the lathes around / the stars with privi-
lege jerks” (ibid.: 67). Three times a janitor appears, threatening class 
violence like “the cold anarchist standing / in his hat” at the start of the 
poem (ibid.: 65). In his second appearance he stands opposed to the 
“conductor” and, consequently, to the principles of arrangement and 
ordering of the flag:

                             Person
blocking the conductor
Is the janitor with the red cape
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
His face hidden by the shelf
thought intangible. (ibid.: 67)

As a character, the janitor opposes at a thematic and formal level the 
ordering syntax of the flag: his custodial labor dwells contentedly 
among waste and disorder.

The conductor in this poem resembles the director of the opera, 
who might also be a conductor, in the sestina “Faust.” In that poem, 
which describes a production of The Phantom of the Opera, the musicians 
and the “phantom / scene painters” threaten a strike whose point, we 
might say, is to disrupt the repetitive, serialized form of labor inscribed 
within the compulsions of the sestina form (ibid.: 104). Like the janitor, 
the scene painters are opposed to the “director.” And like “America,” 
“Faust” presents a vision of the backstage labor behind any cultural 
production, the phantom of labor that, having constructed the opera 
house, remains hidden in it as a tormenting demon. It is no wonder, 
then, that when the janitor appears for the third time in “America,” he 
returns with a “wrench with which he’ll kill the intruder” (ibid.: 68).

In The Tennis Court Oath the aesthetic shares elements with both 
political and economic modes of management: political because it 
determines who speaks and how, and economic because it likewise 
determines who works and for whom. The poet identifies uneasily with 
the figure of the conductor or director, whose technical- managerial 
labor, creative, colored by art and the aesthetic, confronts a deskilled 
and purely subservient labor. Take, for example, the opening of “A Life 
Drama”:

Yellow curtains
Are in fashion,
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Murk plectrum,
Fatigue and smoke of nights
And recording of piano in factory.
                                     (ibid.: 95) 

Here again, terms of art are superposed on terms of work, and the two 
become difficult to disentangle. At a certain level, these lines seem to 
say, making music is little different from the use of machines in a fac-
tory, involving the action of a dull pick — “murk plectrum” — on strings. 
But at another level, perhaps, music is compensation or illusion, laid 
atop the brute materiality of labor, “the factory to be screwed onto 
palace / The workers — happy” (ibid.: 96). The production of the music 
itself, at a certain level, is simply the movement of labor — “the tears a 
fifth time of the workers pulling down the board through the trees / 
Plectrum” (ibid.).

The preceding discussion has been largely oriented toward the content 
of the poems. But Ashbery’s thematic elaboration of the different types 
or moments of labor is complemented by a formal exposition. We can-
not fully understand what he is saying about intersubjective relations in 
and as labor without taking account of the overlapping points of view, 
frequent pronominal shifts, and species of direct, indirect, and free 
indirect discourse he employs. Experimentation with point of view is 
a primary means through which the poems explore the complicated 
and sometimes contradictory social relations of the postwar workplace. 
Although Ashbery’s poems almost never feature narrative beyond the 
level of the anecdote, they are highly novelistic, frequently resorting to 
pastiche of nineteenth- century melodrama and to the realist novel’s 
technical machinery of point of view and free indirect discourse. Many 
of his poems — especially those in The Tennis Court Oath  — read as if 
someone had deconstructed a novel by Henry James, removing all the 
contextual material so that what remained were epiphanic fragments, 
snippets of dialogue, and incomplete descriptions.3

The longest poem, “Europe,” draws much of its language from a 
British young adult novel, Beryl of the Biplane. It begins in the register of 
“employment” and “construction”:

3 See, e.g., Clune 2008 for an account of novelistic conventions in Ashbery.
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To employ her
construction ball
Morning fed on the
light blue wood
of the mouth
                         cannot understand
feels deeply)
(ibid.: 124)

Curiously, at some level this construction connotes destruction, since 
“construction ball” is a particularly paradoxical adaptation of a wreck-
ing ball and invokes the necessary disarticulation of fragments of 
speech and writing out of which the new constructivism of the poem 
might emerge (Herd 2000: 88). The objects of this construction are as 
much subjects and subjectivities as they are materials. Like “America,” 
its transatlantic complement, “Europe” pictures a play of partial sub-
jects unmoored from a containing frame. Here as elsewhere Ashbery 
establishes an indeterminacy between subjects and predicates, exempli-
fied by the uncertain relationship between the “mouth” (metonym for 
speaker or speech) and the final two phrases, which seem to float free 
from it. The indeterminacy about who is speaking models the indeter-
minate class position of the white- collar worker who is both commander 
and commanded, the speaking mouth and its object. Exploring this 
position, the poems in the collection take on a peculiar mixture of obe-
dience, insubordination, and authority. These are contradictory per-
sonalities, or contradictory combinations of personalities, about whom 
Ashbery (1997: 100) can write in “The Ticket”: “You had no permission, 
to carry anything out, working to carry out the insane orders given you 
to raze / the box.”

Many Ashbery critics have written about this hallmark indetermi-
nacy of point of view, most of them helped along by his provocative 
remarks about how the movement in his poems “from one person 
in the sense of a pronoun to another . . . helps to produce a kind of 
polyphony.”4 But for the most part these studies, by Bonnie Costello 

4 The whole quotation is instructive: “The personal pronouns in my work very 
often seem to be like variables in an equation. ‘You’ can be myself or it can be another 
person, someone whom I’m addressing, and so can ‘he’ and ‘she’ for that matter and 
‘we’; sometimes one has to deduce from the rest of the sentence what is being meant 
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and my point is also that it doesn’t really matter very much, that we are somehow all 
aspects of a consciousness giving rise to the poem and the fact of addressing someone, 
myself or someone else, is what’s the important thing at that particular moment rather 
than the particular person involved. I guess I don’t have a very strong sense of my own 
identity and I find it very easy to move from one person in the sense of a pronoun to 
another and this again helps to produce a kind of polyphony in my poetry which I 
again feel is a means toward greater naturalism” (Ashbery 1974: 124).

or John Emil Vincent, focus on Ashbery’s complex deployment of the 
second- person pronoun (which can function as both pronoun of direct 
address and impersonal pronoun). Though important, paying singular 
attention to the “supremely elastic” character of the second- person pro-
noun and to its ability to allow for “a polyphony of writer and reader” 
distracts from an examination of polyphony in his work more generally 
(Vincent 2007: 5; Costello 1982: 495), with its cascade of characters and 
subjects, pronouns and points of view. Ashbery’s (1974: 124) remark 
that “we are somehow all aspects of a consciousness giving rise to the 
poem” seems just as much a reference to the wider social field from 
which the poems emerge — involving not just an “I,” a “you,” and a “we” 
but also a “he,” a “she,” and a “they” — as an attempt to trouble or recon-
stitute the relationship between writer and reader, especially in light of 
passages like the following:

106
             she was trying to make sense of
             what was quick laugh
             hotel — cheap for them
             caverns the bed
                  box of cereal

             Ere long a flare was lit
              I don’t understand wreckage

107
              Blue smoke?                            The steel bolts
              It was as though            having been replaced
                     She had                   by a painting of
     the river                                  one of wood!
           above the water                Ronnie, thoughtfully

                                                                 of the silencer

                             plot to kill both of us, dear.
pet
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                    oh

                             it that she was there
                   (Ashbery 1997: 147 – 48) 

In a mere seventeen lines Ashbery decocts a welter of points of view 
and modes of address, comprising five different pronouns and charac-
ters. Fragments of reported speech, reported thought, and free indi-
rect discourse crystallize around the different perspectival centers. But 
Ashbery’s technique is syntactic as well as grammatical: the multiple 
perspectives of the passage find their complement in the different read-
ing pathways that the poem allows. In the first lines of section 107, 
for instance, one must equally choose a path through the jumble of 
fragments and a subject to whom one attaches them. The muddle of 
viewpoint and standpoint corresponds to the various states of matter 
and textures that flash up in the poem — smoke, water, wood, steel  — as if 
the poet’s problem were to correlate different subjectivities or points 
of view with different states of matter. But as in almost all of Ashbery’s 
poems, synthesis is merely hinted at, and what remains is a bland, 
impersonal pronoun, an “it.”

Poetry criticism is mostly ill equipped to account for what Ashbery 
is up to in such passages, at least at a technical level, inasmuch as his 
experiments with point of view and narrative style are the sort of thing 
that one expects in a modernist novel. But the poems are not narrative, 
and much of the pleasure of the novel and its special resources with 
regard to point of view has to do with the particular continuities that 
narrative creates, even in writers like James Joyce or Samuel Beckett or 
Jean Genet. Ashbery’s fragmented poetry offers no such continuities, 
either of character or of point of view, even if point of view is still one 
of the chief sources of interest in these poems, part of their exposition 
of a complex collectivity. What we have instead are “cameos” emerg-
ing out of a social field — brief magnetizations of predicates to differ-
ent grammatical subjects, often pronouns, such that personalities take 
shape out of the welter of language:

More upset, wholly meaningless, the willing sheath
glide into fall . . . mercury     to passing
the war you said won — milling around the picket fence, and noise 
of the engine from the sky
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and flowers — here is a bunch
the war won out of cameos.
And somehow the perfect warrior is falling.
                                                   (ibid.: 130) 

In this exemplary passage it becomes more than difficult to attach pred-
icates to subjects or to determine the register of the various phrases. 
Is “the war you said won” the indirect speech of the “you”? The free 
indirect speech or thought of someone describing the “you”? Is the pro-
noun meant as self- description (or self- dialogue), as in second- person 
point of view — that is, the “you” of a speaker describing himself or her-
self in free indirect discourse? The fragmentation and rapid passage 
from one phrasal unit to another make such questions undecidable, 
and that is indeed the point of these experiments.

There are several accounts of free indirect discourse and its function-
ing, most of them highly technical, and in the last few decades many 
theorists (Ann Banfield [1982], in particular) have advanced substan-
tive critiques of the way that earlier theories, especially those of Mikhail 
Bakhtin and others in his circle, such as V. N. Vološinov (1986), treated 
free indirect discourse as a kind of double voice, blending author and 
character. But whether or not the Bakhtinian view is correct may matter 
less, in the end, than Ashbery’s own ideas about language. In terms of 
a philosophy of free indirect discourse, we may find a better match for 
Ashbery in the post- Bakhtinian tradition, especially in those expan-
sive definitions that one encounters in Gilles Deleuze’s work on cin-
ema, and in A Thousand Plateaus, with Félix Guattari, as well as in the 
thinkers whom Deleuze draws on: Vološinov and Pier Paolo Pasolini. 
For Deleuze and Guattari, who explode the Bakhtinian model, free 
indirect discourse subtends all language; a swarm of unattributable 
voices, ideas, and expressions precedes any individuation of language 
into direct discourse, into the saying or writing of an “I,” a “he,” or a 
“she.” It precedes any tagging of one piece of language to a particular 
body: “Language in its entirety is indirect discourse. Indirect discourse 
in no way supposes direct discourse; rather, the latter is extracted from 
the former. . . . My direct discourse is still the free indirect discourse 
running through me, coming from other worlds or planets” (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1987: 84). This seems an apt characterization of the 
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basic philosophy of language at work in “Europe” and elsewhere, Ash-
bery’s poems “receiving / dreams and inspirations on an unassigned /  
frequency,” as he writes in “Self- Portrait in a Convex Mirror” (Ashbery 
1976: 81).

But Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of free indirect discourse, as 
germane as it is to Ashbery’s sensibility, will not get us to the prop-
erly historical character of the technique in The Tennis Court Oath. 
Ashbery’s stance as receiver, assembler, and distributor of social voices 
has to do with the changed character of the capital- labor relationship 
in the 1960s. As in “The Instruction Manual,” the ambiguous attribu-
tion of the phrasal units in the poems of The Tennis Court Oath reflects 
the administrative language coursing through capitalist firms, a social 
ventriloquism through which white- collar workers simultaneously 
speak and are spoken for. If early modernist experiments, under the 
ethos of industrialization, could imagine the artist as maker, as fab-
ricator and artisan of social forms — as creator of a new language, sui 
generis — deskilling and, later, deindustrialization remove this contact 
with primary materials and reposition the artist as administrator of 
prefabricated forms, received from elsewhere, made by unknown char-
acters. In the same way, Ashbery received the fragments of an American 
vernacular in France, attempting to remove the “stars” from “our flag 
we don’t want” and to understand forms of American English as impli-
cated in questions of political representation, alienation, and exploi-
tation. The free- floating discursive fragments received hearken both 
to the political self- representation of the multitude of voices and to 
their exploitation or manipulation by the receiving subject. Free indi-
rect discourse, in this way, is a product of struggle between represented 
and representing voices.5 The swarm of indirect discourse that forms 
the preindividual “plane of consistency” is not originary, as Deleuze 

5 See also the account of free indirect discourse in the nineteenth- century novel 
in D. A. Miller’s study The Novel and the Police. Miller (1989: 25) accounts such tech-
nique part and parcel of a general disciplinary and surveilling power: “The master- 
voice of monologism never simply soliloquizes. It continually needs to confirm its 
authority by qualifying, cancelling, endorsing, subsuming all the other voices it lets 
speak. No doubt the need stands behind the great prominence the nineteenth- 
century novel gives to style indirect libre [free indirect discourse], in which, respeak-
ing a character’s thoughts or speeches, the narration simultaneously subverts their 
authority and secures its own.”
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and Guattari (1987: 60 – 73) sometimes indicate, but the product of the 
abstractive, “deterritorializing” machine of history and its production 
of new subjects and new class relations in capitalism.

At the base of this social relation is nothing less than the building 
block of capitalism, the commodity and its attendant social relations, 
which Marx likens to the biological cell in its relationship to life. Marx’s 
treatment of the commodity form calls on a number of rhetorical tech-
niques, prosopopoeia (personification) chief among them. The com-
modity is a thing that speaks to others for us, and speaks for others to 
us. When I buy shoes with my wages, I trade some portion of my own 
time and the goods or service it might create for a related portion of 
time that the shoe factory’s workers have devoted to making my shoes. 
While the presence of profit- seeking owners makes these exchanges 
unequal in terms of actual hours worked, not to mention conditions of 
work, the important point is that the exchange brings my own activity 
into relation with that of other people who are unseen, and whose con-
tributions I might easily overlook. Because the exchange is mediated by 
money, it occurs indirectly, separated into two acts whose connection 
is not always obvious: first, an act of selling my time, and second, an act 
of buying the product of some other person’s or persons’ time. Money 
and commodities stand in for (and act on behalf of) other people in 
this scenario, such that we never meet or see those with whom the 
market brings us into relation. There is thus, in capitalism, a constant 
alternation between “personification of the thing and a reification of 
the person” as commodities come to stand in for us (Marx and Engels  
1994: 122).

Such transactions are not only indirect, however, but also free, in 
the sense that the things we make or do are stripped from us, freed 
from us, and appropriated by others. Furthermore, since most produc-
tion is collaborative and social, performed by groups of people rather 
than by individuals, collectively produced goods are appropriated by 
individuals, as happens with the transindividual flows of language in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s schema. The legal conventions of private prop-
erty, which attach to the various forms of fixed and circulating capital, 
exist in opposition to the social and collaborative character of produc-
tion. In capitalism, however, production is undertaken not only with 
others but for another. We work not in order to produce objects or ser-



Bernes  Ashbery’s Free indirect Labor 533

vices for our own consumption but in order that our employers can sell 
our products or services for profit. In this sense, labor is both indirect 
(undertaken on behalf of others) and free (capable of being stripped 
from its producers and appropriated by someone else). We might say, 
therefore, that labor in capitalism is a form of free indirect activity, in 
which others act through us or we act on behalf of others. This should 
explain the relationship between the indeterminacy of point of view in 
The Tennis Court Oath and the frequent images of labor in it.

The Tennis Court Oath describes a particular variant form of this 
labor, and a particular moment in the historical transformation of 
labor, when the relationship between commander and commanded in 
free indirect activity becomes entirely reversible and increasingly com-
plex. As corporations grow in size and scope, requiring more elabo-
rate systems of administration, control, and accounting, management 
becomes more difficult to locate in a particular person, and the source 
of particular commands becomes more difficult to trace:

Seen from below, the management is not a Who but a series of Theys 
and even Its. Management is something one reports to in some office, 
maybe in all offices including that of the union; it is a printed instruc-
tion and a sign on a bulletin board; it is the voice coming through the 
loudspeakers; it is the name in the newspaper; it is the signature you 
can never make out, except it is printed underneath; it is a system that 
issues orders superior to anybody you know close- up; it blueprints, spec-
ifying in detail your work- life and the boss- life of your foreman. Man-
agement is the centralized say- so.

Seen from the middle ranks, management is one- part people who 
give you the nod, one- part system, one- part yourself. . . . Your authority 
is confined strictly within a prescribed orbit of occupational actions, 
and such power as you wield is a borrowed thing. . . . The money you 
handle is somebody else’s money; the papers you sort and shuffle 
already bear somebody else’s marks. You are the servant of decision, 
the assistant of authority, the minion of management. You are closer 
to management than the wage- workers are, but yours is seldom the last 
decision. (Mills 2002: 80 – 81)

This passage is a remarkable treatment of point of view as seen from 
different points of view within the contemporary organization. It dem-
onstrates that “the centralized say- so” is not attributable to any particu-
lar person but exists in a strange interspace similar to the difficult- to- 
attribute predicates of Ashbery’s poems.
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6 See also the passage from Miller quoted in n. 5, as well as Moretti 2007.

Many commentators on the class politics surrounding free indirect 
discourse suggest that the indeterminacy of consciousness in such texts 
produces what Pasolini (1976: 551) calls “an irrational interclassism,” 
where “the bourgeois class itself, even in sum, in cinema, identifies 
itself, again, with all of humanity.”6 For Pasolini, who follows earlier 
commentary by Vološinov, the breakdown of the dividing line between 
character and author marks the inability of literature (or film, which is 
his object) to encounter proletarian life as such. All these writers argue, 
in one way or another, that such techniques produce an abstract and 
average middle voice that negates the particularity of any specific life. 
While this is no doubt one possible result of these literary techniques, 
in Ashbery these devices do not reconcile the various voices but instead 
stage their antagonism to each other. His peculiarly experimental use 
of free indirect discourse seems designed to make us experience the 
incompatibility of the voices or moments, their refusal to fit together 
into a single, stylized spread. This is because, as much as Ashbery must 
identify the work of producing these poems and joining together the 
various found voices (“the papers” that “bear somebody else’s marks”), 
with the arranging, directing consciousness of the “conductor” and the 
“centralized say- so” of management, he also identifies with the insubor-
dination that such a system incites.

Among the poems in The Tennis Court Oath, “Landscape” best 
reflects the contradictory stances described above. The poem is notable 
because the first half features an impersonal third- person description —  
hence “landscape” — concerned with various dysfunctional features of 
the life of a “village,” which then gives way to first- person and second- 
person address attributable to the original speaker. The unitary 
speaker acts as a counterpoint to the persistent images of breakdown 
throughout:

The pest asked us to re- examine the screws he held.
Just then the barman squirted juice over the lumps.
It decided to vote for ink (the village)
There was surprise at the frozen ink
That was brought in and possibly rotten
                             (Ashbery 1997: 113) 
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One is in a bad place when a “pest” — an agent of corruption — is respon-
sible for various interconnecting ligature or “screws.” As we should 
expect from a reading of previous poems, problems with interconnec-
tion are also problems with representation — in other words, with the 
ink. Likewise, “the rapid extension meter” and whatever measurements 
it might provide is “thrown out of court” (ibid.). Such problems con-
tinue in the second stanza:

The charcoal mines were doing well
At 9½ per cent. A downy hill
Announced critical boredom for the bottler
Of labor tonic. It seemed there was no more
Steering- wheel oil or something — you had better
Call them about it — I don’t know,
I predisposed the pests toward blue rock.
The barometer slides slowly down the wall
It has finished registering data.
                                      (ibid.) 

Despite a certain prosperity — measured “at 9½ per cent” of something —  
the alienation of work (“critical boredom”) has begun to afflict the bot-
tlers of “labor tonic,” something sold to induce labor in pregnant women 
but in this context perhaps a tonic used to assuage resistant laborers: a 
managerial tonic, akin to “steering- wheel oil” in its ability to lessen the 
problems of directing the activity of others. The workers are reduced 
to (or spoken for by) a mere thing — “a downy hill” — just as their village 
has become an “it.” The stance of the speaker is supervisory, moving 
from observations about the global state of things to recommendations 
for actions to improve them. In “Landscape” subordinate characters 
are figured as objects and the effaced agents of passive- voice construc-
tions by the speaker in the guise of manager: “there was surprise,”  
“ink / . . . was brought in,” “it seemed there was no more,” “the paper 
lining had gotten / unpinned, or unstuck” (ibid.). Indeed, only inani-
mate objects take on active verbs: “the bathers’ tree explained,” “the 
barometer slides,” “the glass sanctuary repeated” (ibid.). These objects 
mediate and transmit the effaced activity of the subordinates and work-
ers. The barometer, then, is a metonym for associated and displaced 
refusal, just as the coming apart of the square doctrines and the paper 
lining is most likely the unattributed work of “pests” and saboteurs. 
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Though Ashbery does not flesh out these antagonisms through the 
technical means of free indirect discourse, the relationship established 
between speaking subject and spoken object (personified in various 
inanimate agents) is largely the same. The mediating (in this case, 
managerial) voice fails to speak for another. The final line of the poem 
suggests that the breakdown in hierarchy is terminal: “The ladder 
failed” (ibid.).

The white- collar middle class of the immediate postwar period, as 
described by Mills, Whyte, David Riesman, and others, was in transi-
tion, its already circumscribed powers quickly dissipating through the 
very processes of routinization and deskilling that had conjured it into 
being. Perhaps more accurately, a certain portion of the postwar white- 
collar middle class — clerical workers and certain lower- rank managers 
and technicians — saw its autonomy and privilege erode, while another 
portion, comprising executives, directors, and professionals, continued 
to enjoy a fair amount of power. The transformation of the white- collar 
middle class might be better described, then, as polarization than as 
deterioration, such that certain white- collar workers came to resem-
ble their blue- collar counterparts, sharing with them a condition of 
“critical boredom.” These white- collar workers saw their own derived 
“power” as, ultimately, the power of another and participated in a 
broad- based revolt against the alienation of modern work, especially its 
dull, hierarchical, and authoritarian character. Toward the end of the 
1960s this revolt meant a marked uptick in strikes, absenteeism, and 
sabotage and a drop- off in productivity and morale. Broadly under-
stood as emerging from a new qualitative critique of work that focused 
on domination and disempowerment rather than on exploitation, the 
new struggles made management as such their explicit object, taking 
aim at the “right to manage” that many firms had reserved in exchange 
for wage increases. Examined in light of the struggles of the coming 
years, “Landscape” seems a portrait of this breakdown of management 
and of the polarization it produced among white- collar workers.

This convergence of “white- collar woes” and “blue- collar blues” 
led capitalist firms to propose a large- scale transformation of orga-
nizational structure, designed not only to neutralize the antagonism 
described in this poem but also to cut down on labor costs. Part of this 
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meant generalizing the standpoint of white- collar workers by forcing all 
workers, even those at the lowest ranks, to perform routine administra-
tive and bureaucratic tasks. Many firms organized low- level workers into 
partly self- directed “teams” engaged in various rotating tasks and elimi-
nated as many middle managers as possible. In a sense, such attempts to 
improve “corporate culture” and encourage “teamwork” aimed to pro-
duce the “irrational interclassism” described by Pasolini in his critique 
of free indirect discourse. They aimed, in other words, to produce a uni-
versalized solidarity with management, where management means — as 
Mills makes clear — a pervasive structure of intentionality more than a 
set of persons.

The problem for Ashbery in the poems discussed here is that he 
cannot imagine any form of collective life outside of the administration 
of white- collar work: his experimental rearrangement of varied social 
materials through collage no longer seems an act of avant- garde nega-
tion but part and parcel of capitalist logic. At the same time, he identi-
fies with a pastoral poetry of leisure, refusal, and distancing, through 
which he attempts to turn his back on modernity and its urgencies.7 
This contradiction is never resolved in The Tennis Court Oath, and it 
is one reason that his later books depart so strongly from its modes 
and methods. Indeed, these later books resolve the antagonistic play of 
voices and points of view in The Tennis Court Oath by adopting a much 
more amicable alternation of pronouns and viewpoints — usually “I,” 
“we,” and “you” — which seem essentially fungible perspectives on a cen-
tral experience, rather than irreconcilable singularities. They orient 
their play with point of view toward a new humanism or, in Pasolini’s 
(1976: 551) less- than- charitable terms, “a pseudohumanistic function.” 
When work appears in these later books, it is drained of all antagonism. 
Even violence is strangely muted. This is a world in which

                                 quelled
The rioters turned out of sleep in the peace of prisons
Singing on marble factory walls
(“Rivers and Mountains,” Ashbery 1997: 165)

7 See, e.g., Nealon 2011: 78 on Ashbery’s habit of “wandering away” from the 
violence and catastrophe that capitalism presents.
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In place of the antagonism of the earlier poems, here there is an affec-
tive compromise with management:

keeping the door open to a tongue- and- cheek attitude on
             the part of the perpetrators,
The men who sit down to their vast desks on Monday to begin 
planning the
             week’s notations, jotting memoranda that take
Invisible form in the air, like flocks of sparrows
             above the city pavements, turning and wheeling aimlessly
But on the average directed by discernible motives.
                                                 (“Decoy,” ibid.: 245) 

While “The Instruction Manual” opposed daydreaming to work, here 
the aimless flight of the sparrows converts seamlessly to notations and 
memoranda. The change is consistent with the restructuring of labor 
from the 1970s on. To make work tolerable and reconcile workers to 
management, firms imbued the workplace with values associated with 
the home and leisure.

Furthermore, in this new scenario all individual agency has been 
effaced: “discernible motives” now belong to “the average.” Throughout 
the later poems an abstract, impersonal identity supplants the antago-
nistic viewpoints discussed above: “He thought he had never seen any-
thing quite so beautiful as that crystallization into a mountain of sta-
tistics: out of the rapid movement to and fro that abraded individual 
personalities into a channel of possibilities, remote from each other and 
even remoter from the eye that tried to contain them: out of that river 
of humanity comprised of individuals each no better than he should 
be” (“The New Spirit,” ibid.: 338). Likewise, if managerial commands 
elicited resistance in the earlier poems, the later Ashbery recommends 
ironic acquiescence instead. As he describes it in “Soonest Mended,” his 
“one- size- fits- all confessional poem” from 1970, the new “clarity of the 
rules” means “they were the players, and we who had struggled at the 
game / Were merely spectators, though subject to its vicissitudes” (Mur-
phy 1985: 25; Ashbery 1997: 231). In cultivating a playful, ironic atti-
tude toward the experience of struggle, Ashbery’s later poems model 
corporate responses to the dissatisfactions indexed by his earlier ones, 
suggesting that workers might be happier (and more productive) if they 
could invest their work life with the lightheartedness they would other-
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wise seek beyond work. Unsurprisingly, acquiescence for Ashbery also 
depends on a shift in point of view. To experience our experience as 
spectacle, “Soonest Mended” suggests, we must act as if it were hap-
pening to someone else. In the years since Ashbery wrote the poem, 
such disavowals and dissimulations have often provided workers with a 
necessary, if inadequate, buffer against the vicissitudes and intensities 
of the changed workplace.

Jasper Bernes is lecturer in the Department of English at the University of California, 
Berkeley. He is presently preparing a book, tentatively titled The Work of Art in the Age 

of Deindustrialization, about the role that literature and art play in the postindustrial 
restructuring of labor.
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