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Examining the Concept of “Cosmopsis” through a
Pyrrhonist Approach at The End of the Road

by John Barth

Seyed Vahid Abtahi'¢ Jalal Sokhanvar (corresponding author)z‘ Zahra Bordbari®

Abstract:

John Barth is an American practitioner and theoretician of postmod-
ernist fiction, who defines himself as a “‘concocter of comic novels.”
His writings are full of puns, literary jokes, and labyrinthine plots,
reminiscent of Vladimir Nabokov and Jorge Luis Borges, which “call
into question all systems of ethics and philosophy” (Walkiewicz 1).
Barth'’s complex and demanding fiction has been the subject of nu-
merous scholarly studies, but general readers find out, “in his fasci-
nated commitment to the art—and to the criticism—of storytelling,
he has no rival”, declares William Pritchard (1932) in the New York
Times Book Review (Locher and Evory). In The End of the Road, his
second novel, Barth questions many of the values by which people
live and boast of. The novel also provides a platform to raise plenty
of disturbing doubts about human social and psychological motives,
which can be traced back to the idea of Pyrrhonism arising from
ancient Greek philosophy.

Background of Study: Praising Barth's “coherence of . . . alle-
gory,” “depth of . . . feeling for ideology,” and “excellence of in-
tention,” David Kerner called The End of the Road an “ideologi-
cal farce,” a genre he considered a “special type” (Kerner 59-60).
Barth's concern for ideology and his use of allegory in this work is
commendable, distinguishing it in many ways from other examples,
such as Dennis Nigel's Cards of Identity (1955). Characterization at
this novel is such that the audience is presented with a real picture
of social relations in the form of comedy, and therefore it is not much
different from a serious genre; George Bluestone used the term “se-
rious comedy” to describe the work (Bluestone 588). The End of the
Road is also a successful example in terms of subject matter in which

1. Ph,D, Student. IAU. Science and Research Branch, Tehran-Iran.
2. Profesor of English. Shahid Beheshti University.Iran
3. Member of English Department. IAU. Ph.D -Rudehen Branch- Iran.
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the critique of ideology is considered as one of the main themes of
the story. LeClair, author, and literary critic, believes that this work
is an embodiment of the purest abstract idea in the form of comedy,
which well describes the author’s concern about ideology (LeClair
724).

Jac Tharpe, who has conducted a full-length study on Barth, as-
sumes that his novels “are all philosophical, and as a group, they
comprise a history of philosophy.” In his opinion, the fundamental
question posed in The End of the Road is how to access the truth in
the epistemological dimension when there is no basis for proving it,
or how to define moral commands while one cannot be completely
sure of any truth. In this way, he argues, Barth engages the reader
with these kinds of philosophical challenges and makes it clear that
there may be no answer to such questions at all, or if there is, he has
not found them. Tharpe concludes that “since man does not have
access to the truth, he creates it as a myth or an ideology” (Tharpe
116).

Methodology: Given that Barth's views seem to be an embodiment
of Pyrrhonian skepticism, proposed by a pre-Socrates Greek phi-
losopher, a historical methodology has been selected for this study
to explicate building blocks of skeptical theory from the past to the
present. It is obvious that the research method will also be philo-
sophical and textual, as content analysis, on the one hand, relies on
philosophical theories, and on the other hand emphasizes the text
where the impact of these theories is visible on the behavior and
decisions of the fictional characters.

Conclusion: The End of the Road is an artistic narrative of overt and
covert nihilism in the values of today s society in which Barth uses
comedy to provide a symbolic picture of the contrast between “doubt
and certainty.” The denial of meaning and value by the characters in
this work is a reflection of Barth's opposition to any kind of irratio-
nal dogmatism, just as Morgan and Jacob s abnormal behavior with
Rennie and her abortion is a sign of human illusions and inability
to govern the world. By creating such characters, Barth shows how
human beings ultimately resort to “myth-making” to find a cure for
a psychological complication called “Cosmopsis” that stems from
their lack of identity. . Focusing on the novel, the study concludes
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that human beings, as portrayed by Barth, are more dependent on
emotion in their decisions than on reason and their rationality has
no effect in practice.

Keywords: Barth, Cosmopsis, identity, Mythotherapy, Pyrrhonism,
Skepticism
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