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>> Hi. I'm Jonathan Lethem, and what I'd like to talk to you about today is a concept for 

generating stories and for thinking about structure in fiction, whether it's short stories 

or novels, based on two keywords. And if I had a chalkboard behind me, I'd write these 

words behind me, and you'd be staring at them this whole time. Instead I'll just repeat 

them a lot to underline them. The two keywords are juxtaposition and causality. 

Now, I've arrived at this as something that I like to talk about with writing students 

over a long period of talking with students, many of whom are looking to understand why 

their own desire to write, their own first efforts or intentions to write, don't animate, 

don't come to life for them. They have difficulty starting stories or feeling that their projects 

are rich enough, active enough, complex enough to engage them, keep them interested, be persuasive. 

And I have gradually come to understand that one of the things that I most enjoy encouraging 

students to consider and that seems to give them some of the best opportunity to go from 

intention to practice is to talk to them about this idea of juxtaposition, first of all. 

A lot of things that we like in writing, a lot of the stories that interest us, a lot 

of the novels that interest us, fundamentally take two unrelated things, two autonomous 

ideas, situations, possibilities, and shackle them. And in many ways, this initial impulse 

can seem quite arbitrary because what you're taking are things that aren't necessarily 

related and you're placing them together. That's the juxtaposition. 

 

And what takes this operation from being something sort of abstract or absurd or pointless is 

the second term of my concept and that's the causality. You take the two unrelated things. 

The two ideas, that each of which are inert and just sitting there, and you not only put 

them in the same place, you not only move them on to the page at the same time and make 

them part of the same story, part of the same project, but you insert a lot of causality. 

So what's causality? Causality is basically the word "because." It's the idea that these 

things that are coexisting in your story, that might otherwise seem unrelated, are not 

only gonna be present at the same time, but they're going to flow one from the other, 



 

that one is going to cause the other, that they're going to be engaged actively, as a 

kind of a problem, as a motive, that the stakes of the story are going to relate the two things 

urgently and extensively. 

 

So what do I mean by this? I'm gonna give you an example from my own writing. When I 

conceived the book Motherless Brooklyn, which is a novel about a private detective who has 

Tourette's--it's also a book very much about my own childhood in Brooklyn and growing up 

in a certain neighborhood at a certain time and place--in some ways, it felt to me as 

though two different books were announcing themselves to me simultaneously. 

But rather than resist that, or sort the two out, or think they were incompatible, it seemed 

to me my funny, sort of willful post-modern conceit about the detective with Tourette 

syndrome and my intimate, confessional, passionate love letter to the city where I grew up could 

be combined and ought to be combined. And not only shouldn't I do them at the same time 

but that I was going to make it seem necessary. I was going to make it seem urgent and obvious, 

in a way that the only place where this detective with Tourette's could tell his story, the 

only place he could have come from, was Brooklyn. 

 

And once I make this assertion, so I've got my juxtaposition, right: Tourette syndrome, 

the hard boiled, detective story, and the autobiographical material, this really involved 

setting, time and place, that mattered enormously to me, the public schools I went to, the streets 

I walked, the slices of pizza I used to eat on Smith Street, the things that reminded 

me of growing up in that place, that I suddenly wanted to say a lot about. So there's the 

juxtaposition. You could even argue it was a triple juxtaposition, because what are hard 

boiled detectives and Tourette syndrome doing together? But anyway, so I've smashed these 

things into one project. 

 

And then, I've taken the next step, I've inserted the causality. I've said, well okay, so the 

reason that he functions, the reason a kid growing up embarrassed, awkward, confused 

with Tourette syndrome, is recognizable to these tough guys, to these hoodlums, and wannabe 



 

private detectives that he falls in with, in the plot of the story, is that he becomes 

emblematic to them of Brooklyn. He seems to them to exemplify something that's already 

true about this place, which is that language is exploding everywhere, that because of the 

varieties of classes and cultures and races that were all living together in Brooklyn, 

and the frenetic, sardonic, intense, sometimes very insulting street language that was typical, 

that typically arose in these confrontations between different kinds of people living in 

the same places, that his Tourette syndrome just seems like Brooklyn raised to the nth 

degree. It's like the two things have been made one. 

 

And so, when my character meets the guys who will turn him in to a part of this crime story, 

they find him fascinating, amusing, and not at all inappropriate. They see him as symptomatic 

of their own reality, of their own milieu. And so, in that way I've taken things that 

on their face, there's no logical reason they belong in the same story, but I've decided 

to make the book, in a sense, an exercise in proving that the hard boiled detective 

with Tourette's and Brooklyn, were gonna be synonymous. So my juxtaposition became loaded 

up with all sorts of causality. It became inextricable. 

 

And this is a method I recommend to you. And I think it can be done on a lot of different 

levels. It can be done with different kinds of ideas. It can be done with characters and 

setting. And the practical method that I would recommend to you, if you're sitting waiting 

for inspiration or feeling that you have certain kinds of material that seems incomplete or 

interesting, but you don't know how to begin it, or you have an idea for a voice, or you 

have an idea for a character, I almost always think the best move is to take one and another, 

perhaps even more than two, and put them in the same place, and demand that they relate 

because energy is created by this demand and by what may seem a rather mechanical procedure 

of inserting causality into things that are not logically linked. 

 

This is where a lot of the energy comes from, is that things that you wouldn't think of 

as being compatible or coexisting or related to each other, have been electrified, like 



 

the parts of Frankenstein's body by the bolt of electricity. 

 

I'll give you another example outside my own work. One of the most grandiose, of course, 

is the totemic book of modernist genius, James Joyce's Ulysses, which takes Homeric myth, 

takes Odysseus wandering home after the Trojan war, and relates it to the events of a day 

in a neighborhood in Dublin. Now we take this for granted now. Of course, well it's Ulysses. 

Those things belong together. But when Joyce conceived this, they had no relationship. 

It was the bolt of electricity, that he flowed between them, that made them into one unified 

thing forever, and now we take it as a commonplace, that these things are married together. 

And I think the energy in the book, the humor in the book, the fascination, the genius, 

comes in many ways from the effort of justifying this conflation, of taking these two incompatible, 

in this case, almost ridiculously, incommensurate subjects, and just knitting them together, 

into some kind of other entity. It's like a sculptural project. Can I make something 

out of clay and styrofoam? Can I smash together pencil shavings and electrical wire? 

People talk about, where do writers get their ideas? Was it the character or was it the 

setting? Did you think of the voice first, or were you more concerned with the plot, 

with the set pieces, were you thinking about a theme, or were you thinking about things 

in your life, people you wanted to write about? The answer is almost always, when you press 

a writer and they have time to expand on what they were doing, the answer's always more 

than one. It's always both. 

 

And I think that you can seek this doubleness. You can seek this complexity by looking for 

things in your own notebooks, in your own inspiration, in your own fledgling efforts, 

maybe your own unfinished stories even, that are potentially incomplete alone but if pushed 

together, if moved into a conjunction with these other things, might suddenly become 

something. 

 

So again: juxtaposition, causality. It's the idea of making conflations, and then justifying 

them. And that's what I've got for you. 



 

 

>> Well we hope you enjoyed those videos, and it makes me wonder, what is it about writing 

workshops that people are nervous about plot, because they make it seem so natural? 

 

>> I think there's a certain apprehension that people have, especially in early drafts 

with plot, that they have to make all of these things happen, and these things that happen 

have to somehow not seem too showy and ostentatious, but they also have to move the story forward. 

And it seems like it's something that's completely separate from the work of just creating a 

world. But even people who you don't really think of them as writing plotted novels, for 

instance Marilynne Robinson, when you think about even her book that probably has the 

least amount of plot, which is Gilead, there is plot, because once you have a person, once 

you have a character, they have a history there. You're meeting them at one point in 

their lives, and they were somewhere before, and they're going somewhere after. And once 

you have a timeframe like that, anything that happens is part of what moves the narrative 

forward. 

 

So I think it has to do with opening up our idea of plot to not be this--if we think about 

the traditional you have your rising action, and you have your climax, and you have your 

denouement--but more of how did one person get from here to there, I think that makes 

it a lot less scary to tackle. 

 

>> Because we are all laboring under the burden of time. We're not going to escape it. 

 

>> Yes, we are. 

 

>> Onward. 


