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$OPRVW ¿IW\ \HDUV DJR 7KRPDV 3\QFKRQ RIĥ
fered an astounding insight in his shortest novel,
The Crying of Lot 49, claiming that our interactions
and communication processes are dysfunctional.
Dysfunctional communication lacks a balance beĥ
tween withholding and sharing information about
ourselves, as well as a balance between receiving
DQG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ VKDUHG LQIRUPDWLRQħWZR EDOĥ
ances that are necessary for functional communiĥ
cation. The Crying of Lot 49 follows Oedipa Maas
DVVKHWULHVWRH[HFXWHKHUHQLJPDWLFH[ĥER\IULHQG¶V
will and, in the process, discovers the mysteries
of a secret underground society, the Tristero. The
means by which Oedipa communicates and interĥ
DFWV ZLWK WKH RWKHU FKDUDFWHUV WR ¿QG DQVZHUV LV
LQHɱHFWLYH DV VKH LV OHIW GLVWUDXJKW DW WKH HQG RI
the novel, still unsure of the existence of the Trisĥ
WHUR RU KHU H[ĥER\IULHQG¶V OHJDF\ 3\QFKRQ¶V QRYHO
shows his anticipation of future dysfunctional
communication, which we see today in the form
RIVRFLDOQHWZRUNVVSHFL¿FDOO\)DFHERRN7KHRQĥ
line world is a public domain where everything is
shared and communicated. But because of its inĥ
herent lack of privacy, the environment is ripe for
unbalanced, dysfunctional communication. The
social networking experiment we see in Facebook
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also provides evidence that our communication is still impaired even in our
real life interactions. As Facebook and other social networking sites become
our main means of interacting, truly knowing one another becomes less and
less likely, particularly since the identities that we communicate can easily be
altered, exaggerated, or underrepresented, and our messages unheard by the
recipient or heard by unintended others. This makes communication on Faceĥ
book dysfunctional.
In The Crying of Lot 492HGLSD0DDVPXVWLQWHUDFWZLWKPDQ\GLɱHUHQW
FKDUDFWHUVWROHDUQWKHWUXWKDERXWKHUH[ĥER\IULHQGDQGWKHXQGHUJURXQGVRĥ
ciety he may have been involved in, but the way she communicates is less than
HɱHFWLYH,QRQHVHQVHVKHLVKROGLQJKHUVHOIEDFNVZLWFKLQJWKURXJKGLɱHUĥ
ent identities so that she ostensibly behaves appropriately. She cycles through
KHUUROHVHɱRUWOHVVO\EHFRPLQJWKHKRXVHZLIHZKHQVKHJRHVWR7XSSHUZDUH
parties, the student when she meets Emory Bortz, the stockholder when she
HQFRXQWHUV6WDQOH\.RWHNVDQG³$UQROG6QDUE´ZKHQVKHUHFHLYHVDQDPHWDJ
DQG IHHOV OLNH GULIWLQJ RQH HYHQLQJ Ī)LJ ī$OO RI WKHVH LGHQWLWLHV DUH DQ LPĥ
portant part of her quest, but nevertheless, a part that creates distance in her

)LJ$QH[DPSOHRI2HGLSD·V)DFHERRNSURÀOHSLFWXUHDOEXPFRQVLVWLQJRIWKHGLɲHUHQWLGHQWLWLHVWKDWVKH
takes on.

interactions with others. Even her name is a part of her identity, as "Oedipa#
UHIHUHQFHVWKH*UHHNP\WKRI2HGLSXVZKRWULHVWR¿QGKLVLGHQWLW\EHFDXVH
he was abandoned at birth. Like Oedipus, Oedipa searches for answers to the
mysteries of the Tristero.
One persona that Oedipa frequently adopts is Rapunzel in the tower, a
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persona that represents her feelings of being locked in. She once viewed a
painting entitled Bordando el Manto Terrestre ĪEmbroidering Earth!s MantleīE\5Hĥ
medios Varo, in which the women in the tower embroider a tapestry that spills
RXWRIWKHWRZHULQWRWKHHPSWLQHVVEHORZĪ)LJī6KHNQRZVWKDWZKDWVKH

Fig. 2. Facebook users can easily upload photos to share their experiences with their friends. Here Oedipa
UHÁHFWVRQKRZVKHIHOWZKHQVKHVDZWKLVSDLQWLQJ

stood on then !had only been woven together a couple thousand miles away
LQKHURZQWRZHU´ĪīDVVKHLVQRORQJHUDEOHWRGLVFULPLQDWHEHWZHHQZKDW
is real and what is not. As a result, Oedipa is too unsure of her own identity to
communicate, and her dysfunctional interactions unravel right from the start.
Just as Oedipa has her own bouts with her identity, the online social netĥ
working world of Facebook presents the dilemma in another format: the Faceĥ
ERRNSUR¿OHSLFWXUHSDJHV7KLVSDUWLFXODUSDJHIXQFWLRQVDVRXUZD\RISUHĥ
VHQWLQJRXUVHOYHVRXUSHUVRQDRXUUROHĥSOD\LQJFKDUDFWHU,QWKHVDPHZD\DV
2HGLSDZHF\FOHWKURXJKRXUSUR¿OHSLFWXUHVWRVXLWRXUPRRGDQGZHXSGDWH
RXUSUR¿OHELRJUDSK\WREHWWHU¿WRXUVHOYHV%XWLVRXU)DFHERRNSUR¿OHSDJH
UHDOO\ZKRZHDUH"8QOLNH2HGLSDZKRFDQVKDUHDQGZLWKKROGGLɱHUHQWLGHQĥ
tities to match the situation, we create personas, which are archived on our
SUR¿OHSDJHDQGFDQHDVLO\EHDFFHVVHGE\RWKHU)DFHERRNXVHUV,VWKLVKRZZH
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want to share and communicate ourselves, with our past easily found?
Pynchon also comments on our dysfunctional communication in terms of
how we express what is going on in our heads. In the functional sense of comĥ
municating our thoughts, there is the sharing of information, withholding the
unnecessary, as well as understanding both sides of the conversation. Pynchon
WDNHVWKLVLGHDRIH[SUHVVLQJRXUWKRXJKWVEXWKHSODFHVLWLQDGLɱHUHQWIRUĥ
PDW+HJLYHVDWKLUGĥSHUVRQDFFRXQWRI2HGLSD¶VWKRXJKWVLQVWHDGRIDSHUĥ
VRQDO¿UVWĥSHUVRQSRLQWRIYLHZFUHDWLQJDGLVWDQFHEHWZHHQZKDWWKHUHDGHUV
NQRZDERXW2HGLSDDQGZKDW2HGLSDOHWVRWKHUFKDUDFWHUVNQRZĪ)LJī)RU
example, she withholds much information from other characters despite her
QHHGIRUDQVZHUVLQKHUMRXUQH\³6KHRSHQHGKHUPRXWKWRDVNEXWGLGQ¶W,W
ZDVWREHWKH¿UVWRIPDQ\GHPXUV´Īī$VVKHKROGVEDFNLQKHULQWHUDFWLRQV
ZLWKRWKHUVKHUTXHVWIRUWUXWKLVXQIXO¿OOHG$OWKRXJKUHDGHUVJDLQDORWRI

)LJ2HGLSD·VSURÀOHSDJH,WLQFOXGHVKHURZQPXVLQJVWKRXJKWVQRWHVUHÁHFWLRQVDQGSKRWRVĨEXWRQO\
to the extent that she wishes to share.

knowledge about Oedipa!s search for truth, her inability to express what is
really on her mind with the other characters leads to her inability to commuĥ
nicate and learn the truth.
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In Facebook, !status posts" or !tweets" that get posted on our Facebook
page convey our thoughts, but are, likewise, dysfunctional in communication.
These posts are a transmission of our thoughts in condensed form for our
friends to view. Due to the ease of updating one#s status, frequent updates are
made about anything one chooses. These posts are not directed towards anyone
LQSDUWLFXODUEXWDUHRSHQWRDOORIRQH¶VIULHQGVWRUHDG:LWKRXWDVSHFL¿FDXGLĥ
ence, the process of communication becomes lost. Additionally, as Facebook
users continually update, users are overwhelmed and may not even read through
everything. The overload of information is dysfunctional, as users are not balĥ
ancing the sharing and withholding of information with what they are receiving.
As most communication is directed in a linear exchange between individuĥ
als, Pynchon notes that this process can be interrupted, thus hampering the
function of communication. In one scene, Oedipa has a public conversation
with Metzger, her lawyer, and his friend Manny Di Presso about their knowlĥ
HGJHRIKHUODWHH[ĥER\IULHQG+RZHYHUDQHDUE\JURXSRIEDQGPHPEHUVWKH
Paranoids, overhears and comments that their conversation sounds similar to
DSOD\WKH\VDZUHFHQWO\Ī)LJī3HUKDSVWKHLQIRUPDWLRQVHHPVUHOHYDQWEXW
2HGLSDLVLQVWHDGOHGRQDZLOGJRRVHFKDVHWU\LQJWR¿JXUHRXWLIWKHSOD\WKH\
PHQWLRQHGLVUHODWHGWRKHUH[ĥER\IULHQG0DQQ\'L3UHVVRSDQLFVXSRQKHDULQJ

Fig. 4. Facebook lacks privacy: !wall posts" are easily accessible by mutual friends. Here, a conversation
between Oedipa and Metzger is read and commented by the Paranoids.
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their statement, screaming, "They!ve been listening. … those kids. All the time,
somebody listens in, snoops: they bug your apartment, they tap your phone#
Īī+RZFDQRQHIHHOVDIHZKHQRQHODFNVWKHSULYDF\RIDVLPSOHFRQYHUVDWLRQ"
Like the pervasive eavesdropping in Pynchon!s novel, Facebook has the
same problem in conversation between Facebook users. Simply posting on
DQRWKHUXVHU¶V³ZDOO´RU)DFHERRNSUR¿OHSDJHDFRQYHUVDWLRQLVLQLWLDWHGEHĥ
tween two individuals. However, this exchange is public, at least among the
user!s Facebook friends. These friends can easily comment on the conversaĥ
tion that did not involve them, as well as prowl around past conversations
with a click of the mouse. Facebook tools have made investigating, and what
some call "stalking,# straightforward, for the "friendship pages# organize any
interactions between two individual in an orderly page. Therefore, the process
of communication on Facebook is threatened by the openness and the public
interactions because it allows others to read conversations not meant for them
while intruding on previous exchanges without the user!s knowledge.
In the exploration of the Tristero conspiracy, Pynchon zeros in on this
issue of privacy, a necessary component of functional communication. The
Tristero conspiracy is an underground mailing system meant to hinder governĥ
PHQWĥPRQRSROL]HGPDLOLQJV\VWHPVLQH[FKDQJHIRUSULYDF\7KHPDLOLQJVRFLĥ
HW\VHQGVPDLODWVSHFL¿FORFDWLRQVPDUNHGE\DPXWHGKRUQDQGWKHDFURQ\P
³:$67(´ZKLFKVWDQGVIRU³:H$ZDLW6LOHQW7ULVWHUR¶V(PSLUH´Īī$V
2HGLSDLVXQDEOHWR¿JXUHRXWZKHWKHUWKH7ULVWHURH[LVWV3\QFKRQTXHVWLRQV
whether complete privacy even is obtainable.
Even in Oedipa!s many intimate moments with Metzger, their privacy is
LQWUXGHGXSRQ7KH¿UVWRIWKHVHLQWUXVLRQVLVEUXVKHGRɱZKHQDJLUOZLWKWKH
Paranoid band from the motel peeks in their room during their sexual escapade
and Oedipa replies, "I!m sure this pales by comparison … so why don!t you all
MXVW\RXNQRZJRRXWVLGH´Īī(YHQWXDOO\KRZHYHUWKHLQWUXVLRQVVHHPHGLPĥ
possible to escape, as the "teenage voyeurs# all have access to every room and
FDQZDONLQRQDQ\VH[XDOH[FKDQJHĪ)LJī,QVSLWHRIWKHIDFWWKDW0HW]JHU
and Oedipa try to deal with the intrusion by blocking the doorway and maneuĥ
vering in a way that will be comfortable, the whole ordeal is long, and they lose
LQWHUHVWLQWKHLUVH[XDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQĪī:LWKWKHLQWUXVLRQLQWKHLULQWLPDWH
exchange, the outside intruder obstructs functional communication.
In a similar fashion, the Facebook private messaging systems, working as
DZD\WRNHHSFRQYHUVDWLRQVEHWZHHQVSHFL¿FLQGLYLGXDOVFDQDOVREHLQWUXGHG
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Fig. 5. Despite the secure system of private messaging on Facebook, the online world can be hacked.

upon, despite their privacy settings. In computer terminology this is called beĥ
LQJ³KDFNHG´:LWKDIHZKLJKĥWHFKWRROVRWKHUVFDQVHHSWKURXJKWKHFUDFNVRI
password protected sites, such as Facebook, and gather information about users.
The hacker blocks functional communication by encroaching on our privacy
online. Lev Grossman, author of the Time article !Person of the Year 2010: Mark
Zuckerberg," points out, !where there isn#t much privacy, there can#t be much
intimacy." A crucial element of functional communication is the intimacy that
privacy can provide, that hackers and intruders can otherwise disrupt.
Although Pynchon provides much evidence that points to dysfunctional
FRPPXQLFDWLRQSURFHVVKHDOVRRɱHUVDSDUWLDOVROXWLRQD¿OWHULQJV\VWHPWKDW
can sort through all the nonsense to reach the core of understanding and clear
communication. In the novel, Oedipa meets with John Nefastis, who invented a
machine with the imaginary Maxwell Demon. This Maxwell Demon deals with
entropy, or chaos that is built up in the closed container, by sifting and sorting
through the chaos to bring equilibrium. Information entropy is at the core of
communication dysfunction, as it is a building up of information, an overload
in the communication system. Oedipa tries to connect and communicate with
the Maxwell Demon to create a chain of reactions that would facilitate the sortĥ
ing, but fails to set anything in motion. As Oedipa retorts, !Sorting isn#t work?
7HOOWKHPGRZQDWWKHSRVWRɷFH´ĪīVRUWLQJWKURXJKLQIRUPDWLRQRYHUORDG
WDNHV PRUH WKDQ MXVW VLWWLQJ DQG KRSLQJ IRU FKDQJH 3HUKDSV KHU LQDELOLW\ WR
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eliminate or lessen the chaos is due to her lack of patience or focus with the
0D[ZHOO'HPRQ1HYHUWKHOHVV3\QFKRQKLQWVWKDWVRUWLQJDQG¿OWHULQJZKDW
we receive in our communication may be the key to interacting functionally, but
discovering the right tool and how to use it may be the problem.
Facebook may be on its way to solving the miscommunication dilemma. It
KDVFDUHIXOO\GHVLJQHG¿OWHULQJV\VWHPVZLWKLQLWVZHEVLWH)RUH[DPSOHLQVWHDG
of seeing every single update by the users! friends, one is able to see in their
"news feed,# the recent updates page, posts by friends that one interacts with
the most. Friendship pages also log information about interactions between
friends to provide easy access to their interaction history, including posts on
each other!s pages, photos of both individuals, events both attended, and so
forth. Additionally, private messages and Facebook instant messages between
friends are placed side by side to continue the dialogue. Facebook tries to keep
everything organized to match the speed of the information overload to which
users continually add.
Pynchon proposed that the way we interact and communicate with each
other is compromised. Oedipa is hampered by her multiple identities and
withholds information when communicating with others. All the while, she is
thwarted by outside intrusion to her privacy. By the same token, Facebook efĥ
fects this same communication dysfunction on its users, as we see most clearly
in users! interactions in the public domain. Pynchon suggests that one key
FRPSRQHQWWRIXQFWLRQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQLVVRUWLQJDQG¿OWHULQJRIRXULQWHUĥ
actions. Facebook has stepped up to deal with the chaos of continual interacĥ
WLRQVZLWKLWVPDQ\¿OWHULQJWRROV'HVSLWHWKLVKRZHYHUWKHLQKHUHQWODFNRI
privacy undermines the functional communication process. As Facebook and
other social networking sites slowly handle privacy issues, perhaps we can start
¿QGLQJVROXWLRQVWRGHDOLQJZLWKRXUGD\ĥWRĥGD\RɹLQHLQWHUDFWLRQV7KHTXHVĥ
tion, then, follows: &DQZHWDNHWKHÀOWHULQJDQGVRUWLQJV\VWHPVWKDW)DFHERRNDQG
WHFKQRORJLFDODGYDQFHPHQWFUHDWHGDQGDSSO\LWGLUHFWO\WRRXURɿLQHKXPDQLQWHUDFĦ
tions, or will we be left to deal with information entropy?
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