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Pro Gradu-tutkielmani käsittelee Dennis Cooperin satiiria teoksissa Frisk (1991) ja Guide (1997). 
Cooperin satiirin kohteena ovat poststrukturalistisen kirjallisuuskritiikin vaikeaselkoinen retoriikka ja 
sen usein radikaalit näkemykset kirjallisuuden funktiosta. Pyrin kuvailemaan poststrukturalistista 
kirjallisuuskritiikkiä Cooperin satiirin objektina ja vertaamaan hänen näkemystään sekä filosofisiin 
argumentteihin että aikaisempiin vastaavanlaisiin satiireihin. Olen tästä syystä jakanut esseen kahteen 
osaan. Ensimmäisessä osassa kuvailen poststrukturalistista teoriaa poleemisesta näkökulmasta ja 
vertaan Cooperin satiiria poststrukturalismia vastaan suunnatun poleemisen kritiikin antamaan kuvaan. 
Jälkimmäisessä osassa vertaan Cooperin proosaa aikaisempiin metafysiikan satiireihin Thomas De 
Quinceyn, Fitz Hugh Ludlown, William S. Burroughsin, Aldous Huxleyn ja Hunter S. Thompsonin 
teksteissä. 

Näiden tekstien valossa kuva poststrukturalismista Cooperin satiirin objektina muistuttaa teoriaa 
metafysiikasta, jonka terminologia on johdettu varhaisesta semiotiikasta. Tämä kuva vastaa 
tunnetuimman kritiikin antamaa käsitystä strukturalismista ja poststrukturalismista lingvistiikan 
metodeja yleistävänä filosofiana. Ferdinand de Saussuren käyttämä terminologia (joka nykyisin toimii 
strukturalismin ja poststrukturalismin kulmakivenä) oli alunperin tarkoitettu nimenomaan lingvistiikan 
käyttöön, mutta Saussuren metodien soveltaminen muille tieteenaloille (mm. Claude Lévi-Straussin 
toimesta) on laajentanut tämän terminologian näkyvyyttä huomattavasti ja tuonut sen myös 
metafysiikkaan. Saussuren termien soveltaminen metafysiikkaan on puolestaan nostattanut 
vastalauseita kriitikoiden ja filosofien keskuudessa ja johtanut lukuisiin filosofisiin konflikteihin joiden 
näkyvyys on heijastunut poikkeuksellisesti myös populaarikulttuurissa. 

Koska poststrukturalismi on suhteellisen uusi ilmiö, kaunokirjallisuutta joka kommentoi sen 
heikkouksia ja vahvuuksia filosofiana on varsin niukasti. Näin ollen olen pyrkinyt valottamaan 
Cooperin satiiria vertaamalla sitä kritiikkien lisäksi vanhempiin teksteihin, jotka kommentoivat 
metafysiikkaa. Esimerkiksi Thomas De Quinceyn kohdalla satiirin kohde on Immanuel Kantin 
filosofia, jonka terminologiaa vääristämällä De Quincey kykenee sekä luomaan huumoria että 
kommentoimaan Kantin teorioiden  seuraamuksia. Vertaamalla Cooperin satiiria yllä mainittujen 
kirjailijoiden teoksiin pyrin myös asettamaan hänen tekstinsä historialliseen kontekstiin, jonka avulla 
voi selkeämmin hahmottaa ei vain Cooperin proosaa vaan myös metafysiikan satiiria historiallisesta 
näkökulmasta ja nähdä kuinka poststrukturalismi metafysiikkana sijoittuu tähän historiaan. 
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1. Introduction

1.1 Structuralist Metaphysics and Satire 

The aim of this essay is twofold: to critique what I will call the “structuralist metaphysical 

stance” in literary criticism and, secondly, to present a study of the literary satire of the 

contemporary American author Dennis Cooper. The essay is divided into two parts. In the 

first part, I wish to provide a snapshot of the current climate of criticism as it relates to 

Cooper's satire of poststructuralist thought. Satire is a derivative form of art and thus it is 

necessary to provide a description of the object of satire in order to grasp the tone and 

significance of Cooper's prose. In Cooper's case, the object is to be found in 

poststructuralist literary criticism that problematizes the role of the author and, 

consequently, claims made by the author. In order to compose this snapshot, I will review 

a number of contemporary critical texts that concern simple claims to truthfulness and 

claims of falsity in texts by Shakespeare, Daniel Defoe, Mark Twain, Kurt Vonnegut, Asa 

Earl “Forrest” Carter, Lois-Ann Yamanaka, and Cooper himself.1 

In the second part of the essay, I will first discuss earlier satire of metaphysics in the 

writings of (again) Shakespeare, Thomas De Quincey, Fitz Hugh Ludlow, William S. 

1 In discussing plays about plays and truth-claims made by fictional authors, I will make a point of 
avoiding the characteristically structuralist notion of a “metalanguage.” By doing so, I hope to bypass 
questions such as: To what extent is language about language, signifying about signification? For the 
purposes of this essay, such theoretical convolutions are not practical. 
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Burroughs, Aldous Huxley, and Hunter S. Thompson.2 These authors and their work 

represent the genre in which Cooper's satire is situated. Namely, prose that centers around 

the topic of hallucinations and hallucinogens and presents descriptions of hallucinatory 

episodes in terms of philosophy and metaphysics. The authors were selected because (as 

in Cooper's case) their use of satire can be read as an attempt to find metaphysical 

positions that would explain hallucinatory experiences that are incompatible with what 

are presented as conventional metaphysical views. Given that metaphysics has emerged in 

the field of literary criticism (see below) and thus lent itself to satire, this selection of 

hallucinatory narratives will serve to demonstrate a number of possibilities different 

metaphysical theories present satirists and act as a selective literary history. Armed with a 

better grasp of the issues involved in the satire of metaphysics in hallucinatory narratives, 

I will revisit Cooper's prose in the final sections and examine it in more detail. 

Cooper's object of satire, I will argue, is a line of argumentation akin to the one 

employed in poststructuralist criticism that utilizes a metaphysical frame (what I call the 

“structuralist metaphysical stance”) drawn from early structuralist linguistics and 

semiotics. By the term “structuralist metaphysical stance” I wish to denote a specific 

feature one encounters in poststructuralist writings. Namely, the abuse of the concepts of 

signifier and signified whereupon, it is argued, the tripartite construction of the signifier, 

signified, and the referent of the sign reflects not only the use of language but the 

structure of the actual world as well. The subjugation of structuralist principles to 

metaphysics and the peculiar linguistic idealism it breeds present excellent targets for 

2 Here, the term “satire of metaphysics” refers to narratives which satirize texts that make explicit or 
implicit claims about the nature of reality. Broadly speaking, typical satires of metaphysics imply or 
explicitly state either that the proposed metaphysical view (the object of satire) is mistaken, or they 
criticize the assumption that such a view is attainable in the first place.
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satirists familiar with the concepts and their place in relatively recent critical thought. 

However, perhaps because the reaction of writers of fiction to this opportunity has not 

been as swift as one might expect, literary satire that does recognize the satirical potential 

of poststructuralism has not been widely studied. 

Much has been made of the structure of the sign as it was first formulated by the 

linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. The philosopher Paul Ricoeur credits the rise of 

structuralist thinking largely to the work of the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss.3 

According to Ricoeur, one can see in  Lévi-Strauss's body of work a gradual 

generalization of the Saussurian linguistic model from sign-systems to other fields of 

study. In Lévi-Strauss's case, structuralist principles were first applied to anthropology, 

but they soon gained higher prominence and were elevated to what I believe qualifies as a 

metaphysics, a set of first principles. The process of the generalization of structuralist first 

principles described by Ricoeur reaches its logical conclusion in a direct isomorphism 

between the model provided by structuralist linguistics and the actual world: 

[Structuralist philosophies] could be called at times a Kantianism without a 
transcendental subject, even an absolute formalism, which would found the 
very correlation between nature and culture. . . . This philosophy would make 
the linguistic model an absolute, following its gradual generalization.4 

Since Lévi-Strauss, rhetoric conducted using Saussure's terms has found numerous 

applications in various subjects, from the study of mythological narratives to that of 

fashion trends. Moreover, the application of the generalized structuralist model has drawn 

3 This view is supported by the critic Fredric Jameson, whose appraisal of structuralism is discussed in 
section 2.2.

4 Ricoeur, Paul. “Structure and Hermeneutics” (Transl. McLaughlin, Kathleen) in The Conflict of  
Interpretations. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974, p. 52; ellipsis mine. For discussion on 
Kant, see section 3.2.
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heated criticism and continues to do so to this day.5 Whereas philosophical objections to 

structuralist metaphysics, ranging from the scholarly to invective, are relatively easy to 

find, it is still quite uncommon to come across such criticism in the realm of fiction.

The metaphysical aspect of structuralism that made the emergence of poststructuralism 

possible has been noted to possess a striking feature that has repercussions on, among 

other things, the theory and practice of literary criticism.6 The critics Philip Rice and 

Patricia Waugh state: 

[Poststructuralist theories] posed not just a new set of approaches and/or a 
revised understanding of literature and the world, but also a profoundly 
different mode of existence for the text, for discourse, for the individual, and 
for the discipline of literary studies and literary criticism itself.7 

As a field of investigation, poststructuralism contains a wide variety of texts on numerous 

topics and the scope of the field is as of yet largely undefined, but its most discernible 

feature in literary criticism, the claim that theories of this kind have changed the very 

being of texts, discourse, the individual, and even epistemology, can certainly be taken as 

a serious candidate for the basis of classification. However, because criticism that relies 

on structuralist metaphysics as a strategy in rhetorical combat and theory-building is so 

varied and its alleged ontological and epistemological effects so numerous, conducting a 

sufficient analysis of an adequate number of individual arguments is not a feasible 

5 See, for instance, Gross, Paul R. and Levitt, Norman. Higher Superstition: The Academic Left and Its 
Quarrels with Science (1994); Sokal, Alan and Bricmont, Jean. Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern 
Philosophers' Abuse of Science (1998); Hacking, Ian. The Social Construction of What? (1999); and 
Toulmin, Stephen. Return to Reason (2001). The first two books concentrate on refuting specific 
arguments, the latter present more general criticisms of the postmodern ethos. 

6 Rather than defining poststructuralism as a collection of texts by a certain group of authors, I will refer 
to any text that advances its argument using established  structuralist principles as postrstructuralist. This 
naturally includes critiques that aim at showing the internal inconsistency of structuralism.

7 Modern Literary Theory: A Reader. Eds. Rice, Patrick and Waugh, Patricia. London: Edward Arnold, 
1989, p. 4.
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undertaking for the purposes of this essay.8 In order to circumvent this problem, I will 

concentrate on the responses the structuralist metaphysical stance has provoked in recent 

literary criticism (or, if you will, the effects of poststructuralist literary theory) in the first 

part of the essay. This will provide an overview of some of the more salient problems in 

contemporary criticism and suggest reasons why and how satire of poststructuralist 

thought has been made possible. The final sections (3.7.1-5), in turn, will explore some of 

the philosophical implications of poststructuralism alongside Cooper's satire. 

Some introductory words about the linguistic model itself are in order. As the name 

suggests, poststructuralist thought builds on the earlier work of structuralists, a key 

component of which in linguistic matters is the dual structure of the sign formulated by 

Saussure. This formulation was initially part of an effort to construct a theoretical 

framework for a general science of signs; Saussure's lectures were later reconstructed 

from the notes of his students and published posthumously as Cours de Linguistique 

Générale (1916). The relationship between the two components of the sign – signifier or 

sound pattern and signified or concept – was deemed arbitrary by Saussure in the sense 

that there is no natural connection between a given idea and the signifier which refers to 

it. For instance, there is nothing inherent in the concept of a tree that would warrant the 

use of the word “tree.”9 As a shorthand, the Cours states that “the linguistic sign is 

arbitrary,”10 thus indicating the lack of a predetermined reciprocity of the two components 

of the sign. One possible reason why structuralism and poststructuralism seem to invite 

8 For numerous examples of individual arguments and criticisms see the volumes mentioned above.
9 See de Saussure, Ferdinand. Course in General Linguistics. Transl. Harris, Roy. London: Duckworth, 

1983, pp. 67-70. Note that translations of Saussure's terms signifiant and signifié vary. Harris, for 
instance, translates them as signal and signification. 

10 Saussure, p. 67. 
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satire is that Saussure's “arbitrariness” runs against what one could take to be the 

common-sense view on the matter: one is often lost for words, rarely (if ever) lost for 

concepts. That is, one often attempts to find words that correspond to a concept and it is 

often the case that one is forced to choose from a number of possible words that more or 

less correspond to the concept.11 Thus, one could say that far from being arbitrary, the 

relationship between the components of the sign is characterized by the fact that the 

signified or concept governs the choice of signifier. The counterintuitive inversion of the 

common-sense view, in turn, resembles the linguistic idealism that surfaces in 

poststructuralism (the signifier governs the concept which must yield to its power). 

From the Saussurian perspective, a metaphysical reading of the structure of the sign is 

a misinterpretation, for what is in question in Saussure's formulation is the relationship 

between signifier and concept, not signifier and an actual item (an actual tree, for 

instance). In order to read the Saussurian structure as a metaphysical position, one has to 

assume the position of a linguistic idealist (language dictates reality directly) or a 

subjectivism that borders on solipsism (language dictates concepts which dictate reality) 

and, as a result, entirely miss the point of Saussure's “arbitrariness.” Unlike satire of 

poststructuralism, the satire of these two untenable philosophical positions has a long 

tradition from which I have selected a number of examples in the form of the 

hallucinatory narratives discussed below. By comparing earlier cases whose objects of 

satire resemble linguistic idealism and subjectivism one can hope to achieve, as it were, a 

composite picture of the object of Cooper's satire and (though the picture will inevitably 

be distorted) of poststructuralism itself. 
11 For an argument against Saussure in the common-sense vein, see Ogden, C. K. and Richards, I. A. The 

Meaning of Meaning (1923). 
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Analyzing humor can be a hazardous enterprise. The specific problem with learned 

satire is that in describing the object of satire one might find it too comfortable to side 

with the satirist and depict the pursuit of serious philosophical questions as simple-

minded buffoonery. As far as I can tell, there is no straightforward solution to this 

problem aside from assuming an objective frame of mind and supplying proper 

documentation of the source material so that readers may judge the quality of the 

presentation of different philosophical views for themselves if need be. In more general 

terms, when one explains the workings of a joke – the semantics behind its humor or the 

rhetorical devices it is built upon – one risks destroying all amusement that could be 

gained from it. Similarly, when one offers an analysis of a joke, be it satirical or 

otherwise, one has to offer an interpretation that is restrictive in nature and there is a 

possibility that one might destroy the very ambiguities that make its humor titillating. 

Despite these risks, I maintain that careful analysis can lead to further enjoyment by 

suggesting new interpretations and illuminating issues that may otherwise remain 

overshadowed by other aspects of the material under study. Therefore, the final aim of 

this essay, one that transcends its analytical goals, is to enhance the amusement effective 

satire can produce. 

1.2 Dennis Cooper (b. 1953) 

Cooper's body of work is often labeled “transgressive” literature. In short, transgressive 

literature takes taboos as its subject and attempts to transgress present social norms and 

literary conventions. Given this definition, one should naturally keep in mind that the 

subject matter or topic discussed in literary prose can be intimately related to the manner 
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in which it is presented. Cooper's preoccupation with controversial themes such as 

substance abuse, pornography, and other taboo-topics is explicit enough, but the question 

of literary style requires a more lengthy exposition. 

The emergence of Punk in the United States as a cultural, political, and aesthetic 

phenomenon was of great importance to Cooper, a native Californian. Whereas Punk was 

the cultural backdrop of Cooper's formative years, the literary force to be reckoned with 

was William S. Burroughs whose disruptive cut-up method of writing could be seen as a 

prime example of a transgression of a literary convention. Richard Goldstein, a writer for 

The Village Voice, captures something of great importance about the post-Beat Punk 

movement, its influence on literature, and Burroughs's status as a celebrated author: 

On a winter weekend in 1978, thousands of freaks filled an East Village 
theater to see artists and rockers such as Frank Zappa and Patti Smith salute 
William Burroughs. As the author of Naked Lunch looked quizzically on, 
John Cage played a coffeepot while Merce Cunningham twisted and twirled 
and Allen Ginsberg read an ode to punks (“Louder! Viciouser! Fuck me in the 
ass! . . .”) This was the Nova Convention, the Woodstock of the avant-garde – 
an event that could never occur in New York today [2000]. . . . At the Nova 
Convention, this reporter asked Burroughs if he worried about whether people 
might form societies based on his books. “Well, that could happen with any 
writer,” he drawled. “You could have a universe of Graham Greene Catholics 
or a Max Ernst universe. In actual practice, the influence of fiction is not 
direct. It creates new possibilities and new ways.”12 

Burroughs's sarcasm demonstrates an acute dismissal of any protests concerning a literary 

subject on the basis of its being pernicious to society at large on a grand scale. There is an 

acknowledgment of the power of literature, any literature, to shape and reshape society. 

But simultaneously there is a recognition that people who exaggerate the influence of 

literature to the extent of suggesting that there is direct isomorphism between literary 

12 The Most Dangerous Writer In America by Richard Goldstein, <http://www.villagevoice.com
/news/0009,goldstein,12892,1.html>; second ellipsis mine. 
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ideas and society are being hopelessly naive. Burroughs’s response also provides a certain 

amount of freedom for writers for he states that there is, metaphorically speaking, a space 

to engage in unpopular speech between society and fiction because “the influence of 

fiction is not direct.” Furthermore, Goldstein notes that this metaphorical space has 

recently diminished, making literary provocation all the easier for those who choose to 

overstep the boundaries of good taste. 

Between 1989 and 2000 Cooper published a series of five novels which are 

collectively known as the George Miles Cycle: Closer (1989), Frisk (1991), Try (1994), 

Guide (1997), and Period (2000). All of the novels in the Cycle in some way involve 

Cooper's obsession with his close friend and lover George Miles. The reason for calling 

the series a “cycle” is to be found in the structure of the novels and the way they are 

interlinked. Looking back on his initial plan for the series Cooper states: 

[The overall structure of the Cycle] would take the form of a novel being 
gradually dismembered to nothing. The first novel would construct the 
themes, archetypes, subjects, style, and atmosphere of the cycle. . . . The 
second novel (Frisk) would prioritize the libidinal, sexual, erotic appeal. The 
third novel (Try) would prioritize my emotional response. The fourth novel 
(Guide) would prioritize the cerebral, intellectual, and analytical. The fifth 
novel (Period) would present what remained after all of the examination, 
trickery, and damage of the central three novels, creating Closer's decimated, 
resolved twin.13 

A summary of the content of each novel, the raw material of the Cycle, and how it is (as 

Cooper calls it) “dismembered” would be a self-defeating enterprise. Suffice to say, the 

third novel stands as the odd one out. Whereas Closer, Frisk, Guide, and Period can be 

read as reflecting one another – in other words, as containing interlinking material – Try 

is the most linear in its narrative structure and arguably the most readable of the five 
13 DC on the George Miles Cycle, <http://www.denniscooper.net/ georgemiles/dcongmc.htm>; ellipsis 

mine. 
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novels. In this essay, I will concentrate on Guide and, to a lesser extent, Frisk. 

In practice, Cooper's style of writing in the Cycle can be viewed as a tempered version 

of Burroughs's cut-up technique and it involves alternating a number of story lines which 

intermingle during the course of each novel and the Cycle as a whole. The purpose of this 

structural play is, according to Cooper, to achieve a distinct aesthetic effect: 

This [structure] would create the effect of a kind of magic trick, 
which I hoped would lend the work a mystical, charismatic quality, 
as well as providing a very strict, formal structure. I hoped that this 
strict structure combined with the more instinctive, chaotic 
dismemberment structure, would give the cycle the dual qualities of 
excessive form and improvisational looseness. Each novel itself 
would employ these dual structural principles within its own form.14 

Burroughs himself famously stated: “Dennis Cooper, God help him, is a born writer.”15 

Whereas Cooper's views of the status and influence of his own work as a gay (or queer) 

author of fiction are as modest as those of Burroughs,16 what he does deem important in 

his work are, to a large extent, issues involving form and structure. That is, questions of 

composition. As is apparent from Cooper's analysis of the structural principles behind his 

own work and his admitted use of poststructuralist theory in composing layered 

narratives,17 one cannot assume that his intention is merely to parody postmodern thinkers 

or try to refute the very structuralist principles that inform his own writing. In fact, his 

satire in Frisk and Guide is subtle and sparse, gently mocking the pretensions of modern 

intelligentsia, and it is  executed with the touch of a connoisseur. 

14 Ibid. Cooper's more general views on fiction present an interesting analogy relevant to the present study: 
“Fiction is a drug. The reader is a druggie. The writer is a chemist designing a drug that will give the 
reader an ideal high” (Dennis Cooper's Weblog. See entry under June 27, 2005, <http://denniscooper.
blogspot.com/2005_06_01_denniscooper_archive.html>).

15 denniscooper.net, <http://www.denniscooper.net/>.
16 “Everything in my books except the sex has nothing to do with being gay. The sex itself is not that 

important” (Dennis Cooper Interview by Alexander Laurence, <http://www.freewilliamsburg.com/
july_2002/dennis_cooper.html>).

17 See section 3.7.2.
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1.3 Methodology 

I think Bigfoot is blurry, that's the problem. It's not the photographer's fault. 
Bigfoot is blurry. And that's extra scary to me, because there's a large, out-of-
focus monster roaming the countryside. Run! He's fuzzy! Get outta here! 

Mitch Hedberg (1968-2005)

Satire as a literary mode can be described through what is called the “satiric spectrum.”18 

This “spectrum” is organized according to the desired effect a given strategy can be 

assumed to produce: (1) wit aims at (for want of a better word) cleverness and brevity and 

is arguably the most benign form of satire; (2) ridicule aims at exposing absurdity through 

exaggeration; (3) irony distorts the object of satire through inversions that can be more or 

less subtle; (4) sarcasm is a blunt rebuttal through mimicry; (5) the sardonic expresses 

cynicism and disillusionment; (6) and invective is a direct verbal assault on the object of 

satire. While examples of these strategies included below further illustrate their use, it is 

important to state here that given this taxonomy of the satirical mode, the author's 

intention is a question of great importance. The quip by comedian Mitch Hedberg quoted 

above, for instance, would be an excellent example of ridicule targeted at the structuralist 

metaphysical stance if one were able to establish a case for this argument: because all 

known pictures of Bigfoot are of notoriously bad quality one has to conclude that the 

actual Bigfoot, if it exists, must be blurry as well; the medium of description dictates 

physical reality as the poststructuralist signifier governs the signified. However, building 

a case that would designate ridicule and not, for example, sarcasm as the type of satire in 

question would be a difficult if not an impossible task without knowledge of the context 

18 See, for instance, Pollard, Arthur. Satire. London: Methuen, 1970, pp. 66-72, and Clark, Arthur 
Melville. “The Art of Satire and the Satiric Spectrum” in Studies in Literary Modes. Edinburgh and 
London: Oliver and Boyd, 1946, pp. 31-49.
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of Hedberg's utterance. Knowledge of the context, in turn, would entail investigating 

whether Hedberg, famous for his absurdist one-liners, was an avid reader of 

poststructuralist philosophy; and if so, what was the specific object of his satire and why 

did he choose this particular target. In other words, without a case to support the claim 

that Hedberg was ridiculing poststructuralist philosophy, the argument made to this effect 

is merely speculative. This is not to say that building a speculative analogy like the one 

above is of no explanatory value. Rather, it is to note that the analogy alone lacks the 

amount of detail the “satiric spectrum” requires. 

The radical skeptic might argue that establishing such intention with adequate certainty 

is an impossibility, or that even if intention were established for a limited number of cases 

this would not warrant a conclusion of any real substance: a deductive conclusion that 

would be necessarily true of these literary matters would entail a complete enumeration of 

cases in the field of investigation. This I must concede and further state that where a 

claim of intention has not been adequately determined and proven, correlation will have 

to suffice. However, by identifying some of the cases involved I hope to give even the 

radical skeptic the means of identifying those cases that were left out and so facilitate his 

or her quest for certainty of a higher order. Given the amount of material in need of 

analysis, this pursuit must be a collective effort. 

In addition to using the “satiric spectrum” as a tool of analysis, I have highlighted the 

use of two rhetorical devices in the source material. In the first part of the essay, the 

device is the aforementioned claim to truth or falsity. In the second, it is a rhetorical 

figure known as adynaton, a figure used to indicate the impossibility of expressing 

oneself in a manner adequate to the topic, that one is powerless to address the issue at 
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hand.19 In the hallucinatory narratives discussed in the latter part of the essay, one is 

confronted with stories about exceptional and often bizarre experiences that place great 

strain on the metaphysical precepts of the narrators and other characters, challenging their 

views on the very nature of reality. In all cases, this leads to a recognition of the 

inadequacy of familiar metaphysical terminology and the testing of first principles whose 

incompatibility with experience is resolved through satire. Thomas De Quincey draws his 

satire from Immanuel Kant's philosophy, Fitz Hugh Ludlow quips about the King James 

Bible, William S. Burroughs and Aldous Huxley sneer at intellectual trends and 

contemporary academia, Hunter S. Thompson attacks Timothy Leary's controversial 

views, and Cooper questions the ramifications of structuralist metaphysics. This selection 

of texts will demonstrate all six types of satire in the “satiric spectrum” and hopefully 

leave the reader with a greater appreciation for the humor inherent in the history of 

philosophy. In the end, however, the major emphasis of the essay is on Cooper's satire, 

for the questions he raises are those of a contemporary artist and the philosophical 

problems his characters face reflect the questions that presently perplex his audiences. 

19 Unless indicated otherwise, definitions of traditional rhetorical figures are drawn from Silva Rhetoricae 
<http://humanities.byu.edu/rhetoric/silva.htm> and Vickers, Brian. In Defence of Rhetoric (1989). 
Vickers's polemicism in the latter work is well known, but it is safe to suppose that it does not corrupt 
his appendix which lists rhetorical terms and their definitions.
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2. Fiction and Truth in Frisk and Guide 

2.1 Bottom's Devices 

In a 1983 essay titled “Bottom’s Children: the Fallacies of Structuralist, Post-structuralist, 

and Deconstructionist Literary Theory,” the critic Cedric Watts presents an argument that 

cites Shakespeare’s Nick Bottom the weaver as “the source of much recent literary 

theory.”1 The essay attacks theories of reading posed by (among others) Louis Althusser, 

Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, and advocated by a number of British and American 

“popularizers”2 of their views. Watts’s polemical and highly entertaining position is that 

these theorists do not rightfully recognize Bottom’s pioneering work as the leader of “the 

attack on illusionist realism; it was he who advocated the self-subverting, self-referential 

text.”3 Watts goes as far as accusing the aforementioned theorists and popularizers of 

plagiarism before pointing out a number of elementary logical fallacies the theorists, 

chiefly Barthes, have supposedly posited as valid arguments. The point of Watts's 

polemicism (which borders on  sarcasm) is to question the structuralist conception of 

language as a self-contained system of signs: when one speaks or writes one uses and 

refers to a shared system of signs and these signs, in turn, derive their meaning from their 

relations to other signs in the system. This is not only a fundamental proposition of 

Saussurian linguistics. One can observe similar behavior on a another level of abstraction 

in precisely the kinds of rhetorical devices Watts invokes. His strong reaction also 

1 Watts, Cedric. “Bottom’s Children: the Fallacies of Structuralist, Post-structuralist, and 
Deconstructionist Literary Theory” in Reconstructing Literature. Ed. Lerner, Laurence. Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1983, p. 20. 

2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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indicates that he wants to refute a more far-reaching proposition, one that follows from 

the generalization of the Saussurian linguistic model and goes beyond linguistics. He does 

this by referring to what I shall call Bottom’s devices – claims to truth or falsity that are 

used to frame a narrative. Let us take Watts's polemic seriously for a moment, use it as a 

point of departure, and approach two of the more controversial questions central to 

structuralist and poststructuralist literary criticism: the self-referentiality of language and 

the question of authorship within the generalized linguistic model. In doing so, let us 

begin by examining the kinds of claims Watts uses in constructing his polemical point.

In Act III, Scene I of A Midsummer Night's Dream, Nick Bottom the weaver offers a 

practical solution to a problem faced by the players organizing a play for the court of 

Theseus. The players voice concerns about the possible ill effects of violence involved in 

their staging of Pyramus and Thisbe. One of the players, Starveling, says: “I believe we 

must leave the killing out, when all is done” (III.i.14-5).4 Bottom replies: 

Not a whit: I have a device to make all well. Write me a prologue; and let the 
prologue seem to say, we will do no harm with our swords, and that Pyramus 
is not kill’d indeed; and, for the more better assurance, tell them that I 
Pyramus am not Pyramus, but Bottom the weaver: this will put them out of 
fear. (III.i.16-22) 

Addressing a similar concern, that the ladies might mistake Snug the joiner in a lion 

costume for a real lion and be frightened, instead of resorting to another prologue that 

would tell the audience that the lion in the play is in fact not a lion, Bottom states that 

Snug the joiner should speak for himself during the play and thus make sure that the 

audience is not fooled by his costume. 

Both variations of the device are met with considerable agreement and the players 

4 This and all subsequent quotations citing A Midsummer Night's Dream are from The Complete Works of  
William Shakespeare. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Ltd., 1996. 
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effectively reassure the audience (who enjoy the play with mock-appreciation and good 

humor) that violence on stage is not violence, Pyramus is not Pyramus, and the lion is 

Snug the joiner in costume. The audience’s condescending attitude and the sense of 

superiority it entails aside, the prologue ensures that “the killing” can be portrayed on 

stage as the players wish to portray it. The device designed for Snug the joiner, in turn, 

disrupts the mimetic convention – that of showing or representing tragic action – of the 

tragedy with a diegetic remark by addressing the audience in the middle of the play-

within-a-play.5 When Pyramus and Thisbe is performed in Act V, Snug the joiner, in 

costume, employs the device by stating: “[K]now that I one Snug the joiner am” 

(V.i.216). 

Pyramus and Thisbe meet under moonlight and in order to provide the illusion of a 

moonlit sky a player holding a lantern uses an inversion of Bottom's device, stating and 

restating that he represents moonshine: “All that I have to say is, to tell you that the 

lantern is the moon; I, the man-i’-th’-moon; this thorn-bush my thorn-bush; and this dog, 

my dog” (V.i.247-9). Whereas the prologue and Snug the joiner’s diegetic remark are 

designed to claim that what the audience is about to see, the suicide of Pyramus for 

example, is indeed false in the sense that the suicide is not a suicide nor Pyramus 

Pyramus, when Moonshine speaks and claims (among other things) the lantern to be the 

moon the player makes a claim as to the truthfulness of the representations seen on stage 

– that it is true that he is the man in the moon instead of a player. 

Pyramus and Thisbe does not have an epilogue in the performance staged by Bottom’s 

company, but A Midsummer Night's Dream does end with an epilogue in the form of a 
5 For discussion on the distinction between “showing” and “telling,” see Booth, Wayne C. The Rhetoric 

of Fiction: Second Edition (1983).
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speech performed by Puck: 

If we shadows have offended, 
Think but this, and all is mended, 
That you have but slumber’d here, 
While these visions did appear 
And this weak and idle theme, 
No more yielding but a dream, 
Gentles, do not reprehend: 
If you pardon, we will mend. 
And, as I am an honest Puck, 
If we have unearned luck 
Now to 'scape the serpent’s tongue, 
We will make amends ere long; 
Else the Puck a liar call: 
So, good night unto you all. 
Give me your hands, if we be friends, 
And Robin shall restore amends. 
(V.i.412-27) 

Puck’s request is mischievous for it calls on the audience to believe a statement delivered 

by a notorious, malignant hobgoblin.6 Whereas Bottom the weaver and Snug the joiner 

appear trustworthy enough, it is very difficult indeed to trust a mythical creature of 

dreams who states that while what seemed to happen did happen, what we have seen was 

but a dream. 

Bottom addresses an audience consisting of players participating in Shakespeare's play, 

the court of Theseus, whereas Puck's words are directed to an audience viewing a 

production of A Midsummer Night's Dream. Both make (or propose) self-referential and 

self-refuting statements that highlight the fictionality of the events taking place on stage. 

In Bottom’s case the effect of the statements is twofold because he addresses an audience 

composed of fictional characters and is, as it were, overheard by the twice-removed 

audience viewing Shakespeare's play. Nevertheless, Puck’s motives are similar to the 
6 There is an ambiguous connection between Puck, aka Robin Goodfellow, and Bottom the weaver as 

they both adopt a chimeric form. 
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ones of Bottom’s company: to escape the consequences of any offense that might have 

been perpetrated by the players in the heat of the action and yet maintain a modicum of 

illusionary charm any play requires. 

Watts apparently sees Bottom's remarks in the play-within-a-play as analogous to the 

structuralist conception of a generalized linguistic method that can be applied to any 

number of topics. When language as a system of signs becomes explicitly self-referential 

and even self-subverting as is the case with Bottom's devices, the workings of the system 

are revealed for all to see. Furthermore, when this linguistic system is generalized to the 

point where it becomes (to paraphrase Ricoeur) an absolute system, any topic can be read 

as a “text” and the number of applications for the uncovered system becomes limitless. 

However, Shakespeare was not the first author who wrote texts that address audiences 

directly and reveal their fictionality, nor was he the last. Greek comedies, for instance, 

make use of a chorus that addresses the audience, Bertolt Brecht is famous for the 

Verfremdungseffekt, and there are countless novels that use metafiction in “breaking the 

fourth wall” and notifying the reader of the texts fictionality. Why, then, would Watts use 

Bottom to make his point?

One possible reason for Watts's choice is the specific function of Bottom's statements. 

Unlike in Greek parabases and Brechtian alienation, Bottom's devices attempt to defuse 

protests concerning the content of the play and preemptively create, as it were, a safe 

space for make-believe. Bottom's devices have been used by numerous authors since 

Shakespeare as protection from criticism, in order to create humor, or (as is often the case 

with satire) to do both. They may or may not be “the source of much recent literary 

criticism,” but Watts's polemical treatment of the structuralist view of language as 
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analogous to Bottom's devices does point to a nexus where issues of self-reference and 

authorship become entangled. Keeping in mind the specific function of this rhetorical 

device, it is possible to identify more recent examples that help disentangle these issues.

In an essay titled “And Nothing But the Truth,” Carl Wieck introduces the concept of 

fictive truth7 while discussing the development of “a certain tradition . . . which was 

designed to defend novels from the mistrust and opprobrium often leveled at works 

considered to be untrue.”8 This mistrust, the very issue so eloquently circumscribed by 

Shakespeare, is personified in the early literary culture of the United States by Thomas 

Jefferson and his opposition to literary fiction.  In an 1818 letter to Nathaniel Burwell 

concerning women’s education Jefferson writes of the dangers of the “inordinate passion 

for novels” as a “great obstacle for good education” and a poison that “infects the mind 

. . . destroys its tone and revolts it to wholesome reading.”9 Wieck, like Watts, mentions 

Daniel Defoe as a repeat offender who almost a hundred years prior to Jefferson's 

condemning letter had claimed in Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Moll Flanders (1722) that 

the stories before the reader were true accounts of actual events.10 In the case of Robinson 

Crusoe, Wieck claims that Defoe's preface was aimed at disarming “critics who might 

attack his work on the bases of untruth, immorality, inappropriate subject matter, 

immodesty, frivolousness,”11 or any number of reasons. Robinson Crusoe was loosely 

7 Wieck, Carl. “And Nothing But the Truth” in English Studies and History. Ed Robertson, David. 
Tampere: University of Tampere, 1994, p. 107. To be exact, Wieck speaks of fictive “truth.” I have 
omitted the quotation marks with Professor Wieck's permission. 

8 Wieck, p. 103. 
9 From Revolution to Reconstruction: Presidents: Thomas Jefferson: Letters: FEMALE EDUCATION. 

<http://odur.let.rug.nl/~usa/P/tj3/writings/brf/jefl251.htm>. Quoted in Wieck, p. 103; ellipsis mine. 
10 In addition to the authors mentioned here Wieck also discusses John Bunyan, Thomas De Quincey (see 

section 3.2), Jonathan Swift, Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and Ellen 
Galford. For discussion that focuses exclusively on Twain, see Wieck, Carl F. Refiguring Huckleberry 
Finn (2000). 

11 Wieck, p. 104. 
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based on fact, but Defoe decided to preface his narrative with a bolder claim that 

attributes the story to a mysterious manuscript: “The editor believes [Crusoe's 

autobiography] to be a just history of fact; neither is there any appearance of fiction in 

it.”12 By citing a false document, the narrator takes credit only for editorial decisions and 

gives authorship to a fictional character, Crusoe himself. Ironically, there never was an 

actual Crusoe and Crusoe the author and Crusoe the fictional character were always one 

and the same.

Wieck's argument can be further substantiated by Defoe's tongue-in-cheek apology in 

Moll Flanders. “The Author’s Preface” states: 

It is true that the original of this story is put into new words, and the style of 
the famous lady we here speak of is a little altered; particularly she is made to 
tell her own tale in modester words that she told it at first, the copy which 
came first to hand having been written in language more like one still in 
Newgate than one grown penitent and humble, as she afterwards pretends to 
be.13 

If one were to take this claim at face value, it would take on characteristics not unlike 

those of Bottom’s device, stating that the representation of the story is not a verbatim 

copy but an altered version whose language and presentation have been made fit for 

publication. In Defoe’s words: “All possible care . . . has been taken to give no lewd 

ideas, no immodest turns in the new dressing up of this story.”14 That is, the narrator 

states that in order to tell Moll’s story in a suitable manner, he must compromise the truth 

by altering Moll’s words and offer the reader, as it were, truth by proxy. In addition, one 

12 Defoe, Daniel. The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987, p. 28. 
Quoted in Wieck, p. 104. Defoe's real-life inspiration was likely a Scottish sailor by the name of 
Alexander Selkirk (1676-1721) who spent four years on an uninhabited island. Selkirk was rescued by 
Captain Woodes Rogers who published his story in A Cruising Voyage (1712). 

13 Defoe, Daniel. Moll Flanders. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987, p. 28. 
14 Ibid; ellipsis mine. 
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should not overlook the titillating effect of a statement that promises the reader a story 

that was previously so lewd that the editor saw fit to paraphrase portions of it. Possible 

objections to the “unwholesome” content are thus circumvented by stating that the author 

is merely recording a true story. In fact, he has acted as a censor in order to spare the 

reader

Perhaps Jefferson was thinking about Defoe when he voiced his objection to novels. 

After all, what is a greater obstacle to good education than reading patent lies as true 

stories. Self-referential remarks that diminish authorship can, however, be executed as 

claims to falsity as well. Mark Twain was, according to Wieck, “well aware of Defoe’s 

maneuvers”15 and proceeded to make a defiant claim in The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn (1885), parodying previous disclaimers that asserted truthfulness: “Persons 

attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find 

a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.”16 If 

Twain’s reader were to take his ironic disclaimer to heart and attempt to follow his 

demand, reading the narrative would become impossible – in fact, reading Huckleberry 

Finn would inevitably lead to prosecution, banishment, and gunshots. That is, adherence 

to the disclaimer is impossible if one is to read the narrative. As to the motives of Twain, 

Wieck states: “‘The Author’ thus disclaims any conscious authorial intent in the areas of 

motive or plot, while also disavowing the kind of moral righteousness which previous 

authors had often laid claim to.”17 After Twain's savage irony, Wieck states, the 

“tradition” of claiming historical truth for a narrative and thus portraying fiction as fact 

15 Wieck, p. 112. 
16 Twain, Mark. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. New York: Harper & Row, 1987, p. 5. Quoted in 

Wieck, p. 113. 
17 Wieck, p. 113. 
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was left in a shambles.18 However, the formal device of making a claim to truthfulness or 

falsity in fictional texts had survived even worse abuse in the hands of, for instance, the 

Scriblerians.19 Therefore, it is not surprising that even Twain's satire was unable to finish 

off the figure. 

Concerning Kurt Vonnegut’s 1963 preface to Cat's Cradle, which states that 

“[n]othing in this book is true,”20 Wieck lists a number of questions: “[C]an such a claim 

as Vonnegut makes be taken at face value? Isn’t there at least some truth in even a work 

which is admittedly fictional? Can’t the author be seen here as teasing us with a 

paradox?”21 The paradox in question could be seen as akin to the self-referential Liar’s 

Paradox – “I am lying” or “This sentence is false”22 – but the paradox manifests itself 

only when one reads the term “fictional truth” as an oxymoron or, in Wieck's phrase, 

“fiction disguised as truth.”23 When claims to historical truth and falsity have been 

slaughtered by the likes of Twain, it is appropriate to ask whether any shred of truth 

remains in fictions like Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle, which refuses the disguise of a truth-

claim (not to mention other contortions the issue suffers as the novel progresses) and 

explicitly proclaims falsity. This question transforms the disposition of the narrator 

18 Wieck, p. 115. 
19 In 1714, Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope, John Arbuthnot, John Gay, and Thomas Parnell, among 

others, formed the Scriblerus Club with the intention of composing a satirical periodical to ridicule false 
learning and pedantry. The final result of these efforts (published in the second volume of Pope's prose 
works in 1741) was the Memoirs of the Extraordinary Life, Works and Discoveries of Martinus 
Scriblerus, a faux autobiography of a pedant personifying the intellectual vices of the age. For 
discussion on the Scriblerians' satire and, in particular, its relation to the philosophy of John Locke, see 
Fox, Christopher. Locke and the Scriblerians: Identity and Consciousness in Early Eighteenth-century 
Britain (1988). 

20 Vonnegut, Kurt. Cat’s Cradle. London: Penguin Books, 1965, p. 6. Quoted in Wieck, p. 116. 
21 Wieck, p. 116. 
22 For discussion on self-referential sentences and ensuing paradoxes, see Hofstadter, Douglas. “On Self-

Referential Sentences” in Metamagical Themas. New York: Basic Books, 1985, pp. 5-25. See also 
Perelman, Chaïm. The Realm of Rhetoric. Notre Dame (IN): University of Notre Dame Press, 1982, pp. 
57-8. 

23 Wieck, p. 118. 
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dramatically from a potentially unreliable source of information to a narrator who is read 

as, in a sense, unwillingly telling the truth. Instead of doubting the truthfulness of the 

author, one finds oneself doubting the author's ability to produce a text that is completely 

false. 

Bottom's devices seem to have the ability to “bracket off” truthfulness. That is, they 

make truth relative to the truth-claim itself and thus posit an independent set of criteria 

for considerations of truth and falsity. These criteria make truth dependent on internal 

consistency instead of simple correspondence to facts. For instance, consider a 

hypothetical author who after stating in the preface that the story one is about to read is a 

completely false account proceeds to produce a narrative that is completely factual save 

for a single falsity. This single falsity would in fact be true in relation to the statement in 

the preface and be true precisely because of its falsity. Following Watts's analogy, one 

could say that Bottom's devices produce a self-contained system of signs where relations 

within the system dictate its integrity. Literary criticism that draws from the structuralist 

method seems perfectly suited for these kinds of texts, but if one proceeds to generalize 

the linguistic principles behind such criticism to excess, a number of problems emerge. 

The following section discusses some of these problems and suggests reasons why they 

attract the attention of satirists.

2.2 The Primacy of the Signifier 

In The Prison-House of Language (1972), a study of the founding texts of structuralism 

and Russian Formalism, the critic Fredric Jameson writes of a “surplus of signifier,” a 

notion derived from Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of shamanism and shamanistic cures. 
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Jameson describes this as follows: 

It is not because the shaman offers a particularly satisfying type of magic 
explanation that the patient's mind is set at rest. Rather, this happens as a 
result of the availability of any kind of empty sign system which could permit 
articulated thought . . . in the first place.24 

Notice how the function of the surplus of signifier corresponds to that of Bottom's 

devices: both create a safe space for signification to occur. Bottom's devices guard against 

offense, whereas the surplus of signifier sets the stage for communication that allows free 

association.  Based on the notion of a superfluous sign system provided by Lévi-Strauss’s 

shaman, Jameson extends this claim to make a point that perfectly illustrates the 

generalization of Saussure's linguistic model. He states that the notion of a surplus of 

signifier “has implications which greatly transcend the limits of the shamanistic situation 

. . . implications which involve our relationship with all new symbolic systems offered to 

us.”25 These symbolic systems naturally include literary texts and, somewhat surprisingly, 

their authors: 

The process of reading now involves the learning of a new sign-system, and 
we do not read a novel which happens to be by D. H. Lawrence; rather 
through that particular novel we approach the system of D. H. Lawrence as a 
whole, and we try it out not as a representation of the real world, but rather as 
a surplus of signifier which permits us to rearticulate the formless, sprawling 
matter of the real world and of real experience into a new system of 
relations.26 

Jameson turns Saussure’s synchronic method of linguistic study, “the isolation of the 

signifier for purposes of structural analysis,”27  into an explicitly “metaphysical 

24 Jameson, Fredric. The Prison-House of Language. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972, p. 131; 
ellipsis mine. 

25 Ibid; ellipsis and emphasis mine. 
26 Jameson, p. 133. 
27 Jameson, p. 131. 
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presupposition as to the priority of the signifier itself.”28 This extension of the linguistic 

method that brings about structuralist metaphysics is also crucial in Roland Barthes’s 

infamous proclamation concerning the death of the Author. Barthes states that 

“[l]inguistically the author is never more than the instance writing, just as I is nothing 

other than the instance saying I.”29 As this metaphysical presupposition stands, writes 

Jameson, “the process of thought bears not so much on adequation to a real object or 

referent, but rather on the adjustment of the signified to the signifier”30 and this inversion 

of the aforementioned common-sense position, in turn, provides a considerable amount of 

freedom to speculate on the subject of authorial intent. In fact, one could argue that it 

promotes bypassing the question altogether, a  prevalent characteristic shared by the 

earlier New Critical school of criticism as well.

Indeed, in a metaphysical scenario where this strange inversion in the structure of the 

sign has occurred, the question of authenticity and authorial intention would become 

moot – one would not have to make a claim as to questions of intent or authenticity and 

thus one's critical faculties could be directed elsewhere. Writes Jameson: “The notion of a 

surplus of signifier is also useful in accounting for the changing function of literature 

itself.”31 However, this kind of reductionism utilized to explore the more general aspects 

of literature is not always preferable. An example provided by the critic Henry Louis 

Gates Jr. in an article titled “‘Authenticity’ or the Lesson of Little Tree” is particularly 

poignant. In the 1991 article, Gates discusses the controversial case of Forrest Carter, the 

28 Ibid. It should be noted that Jameson's own views on what he call as the “hypostasis of Language” (p. 
211) demonstrate a robust skepticism. 

29 Barthes, Roland. “The Death of the Author” (first published 1968) in Image, Music, Text. New York: 
Noonday Press, 1988, p. 145; emphases in original. 

30 Jameson, p. 133. 
31 Jameson, p. 132. 
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author of The Education of Little Tree (1976). He writes of a recent revelation concerning 

the author's identity: 

Billed as a true story, Carter’s book was written as the autobiography of Little 
Tree, orphaned at the age of 10, who learns the way of the Indians from his 
Cherokee grandparents in Tennessee. The Education of Little Tree, which has 
sold more than 600,000 copies, received an award from the American 
Booksellers Association as the title booksellers most enjoyed selling. It was 
sold on the gift tables of Indian reservations and assigned as supplementary 
reading for courses on Native American literature. Major studios vied for 
movie rights . . . To the embarrassment of the book's admirers, Dan T. Carter, 
a history professor at Emory University, unmasked “Forrest Carter” as a 
pseudonym for the late Asa Earl Carter, whom he described as “a Ku Klux 
Klan terrorist, right-wing radio announcer, homegrown American fascist and 
anti-Semite.”32 

Needless to say, it would be extremely naive to presuppose the primacy of the signifier in 

cases like that of The Education of Little Tree. To approach the text without questioning 

the (possibly malicious) motives and identity of the author is to overlook an essential 

feature of the book, a feature that makes The Education of Little Tree either amusing or 

tragic depending on one’s sense of humor.33 Even if one concedes that “linguistically the 

author is never more than the instance writing,” it is obvious that this is not the case in 

general or metaphysical terms. If one views the book as a closed linguistic system, one 

suspends the question of authorship and thus neglects a number of fascinating and 

32 Gates, Henry Louis Jr, “’Authenticity’ or the Lesson of Little Tree.” The New York Times (November 
24, 1991); ellipsis mine. 

33 Three prominent examples of similar cases should also be mentioned. (1) The Pulitzer-Prize-winning 
Roots (1976) by Alex Haley, which was made into a popular mini-series in 1977, was exposed as fiction 
when in 1978 a federal court ruled that Haley had plagiarized passages from Harold Courlander’s 
fictional The African (1967). The publishers had claimed Roots to be based on historical fact. (2) In 
1995, Bruno Grosjean (b. 1941) published Fragments: Memories of a Wartime Childhood 1939-1948 
under the assumed name Binjamin Wilkomirski (the English translation appeared the following year). 
The book was highly praised until Wilkomirski’s supposedly autobiographical tale of a holocaust 
survivor was exposed as false as his assumed identity in 1998. (3) On October 17, 2005, New York 
Magazine published an article questioning the identity of the author JT LeRoy. In the article, journalist 
Stephen Beachy exposed the author and his books to be the creation of one Laura Albert who had posed 
as a friend of LeRoy's and employed an actor to play the author. The story is of interest as it directly 
involves Cooper who unwittingly helped “LeRoy” gain publicity. The article is available online at 
<http://newyorkmetro.com/nymetro/news/people/features/14718/index5.html>.
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problematic aspects of the text.

A case like that of Asa Earl Carter makes the need for rigorous research in literary 

criticism painfully clear. However, the problem of sub-par criticism that utilizes 

structuralist metaphysics persists even after the lesson of Little Tree. In 2004, Devon 

Mihesuah, editor of the American Indian Quarterly, voiced her concern over the high 

quantity and low quality of literary criticism that was offered for publication and 

threatening to turn the journal into a parody of an avant-garde literary magazine: 

In late 1998 I became editor of the American Indian Quarterly. A year or so 
later I realized that unless I put a stop to repetitive and basically 
uninformative literature submissions, then I would continue to drown in 
paper. . . . Indeed, instead of scholars deciding to enter other crucial fields of 
policy, history, science, social work, environmental protection, and recovery 
of Indigenous knowledge, we now have hundreds of scholars earnestly 
studying the fiction works of Indigenous writers (or people who claim to be 
Indigenous; it appears that all a good writer has to do is claim to be a member 
of tribe x, y, or z and everyone takes his or her word for it).34 

As one might expect, Mihesuah received both applause and disgruntled responses 

concerning her new policy. Not only were papers of literary criticism on her list, but 

theorizing about identity was deemed unwanted as well. Mihesuah's description of the 

kind of writing the journal was receiving indicates that she was not happy with the 

linguistic turn literary criticism had taken: 

I also stated that AIQ [sic] was not accepting submissions about identity 
because far and away the majority of authors who submit these “train of 
thought” pieces are literature students trying to find a way to substantiate their 
claims of being Indigenous. . . . It is incomprehensible to me that some 
scholars study literature in order to dissect and furiously examine factoids and 
superficial details only about “humor,” “place,” “erotica,” “trickster,” and/or 
“identity” instead of using information gleamed from literature to find 
decolonization strategies.35 

34 Mihesuah, Devon. “Finding Empowerment through Writing and Reading, or Why Am I Doing This?” in 
American Indian Quarterly. Vol. 28, Nos. 1 & 2 (Winter/Spring 2004), p. 97; ellipsis mine. 

35 Mihesuah, pp. 97-8; ellipsis mine. 
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Mihesuah was puzzled that writing “creatively” could function as an excuse for some 

writers not to take into consideration the benefits of a nuanced study of “language use, 

history, and culture (and, indeed, where they even get ‘their’ ideas from)”36 and exempt 

these authors from taking responsibility for their writings. Despite her self-proclaimed 

puzzlement, the reason for this seemed clear enough: “Many lit critters do not want to pay 

attention to those people who make them uncomfortable. They do not want to have to be 

responsible.”37 That is, the problems Indigenous people face are not on the agenda of 

these “lit critters.” The effort that is required to do fieldwork, to conduct interviews and 

the like, is viewed as unnecessary as the critical focus shifts radically to the text itself. In 

short, as Mihesuah concludes, “to write useful work is extremely difficult.”38 If the search 

for decolonization strategies is the objective of the praxis of criticism, linguistic 

reductionism is not a useful strategy, not even if it is declared a metaphysics. 

While Carter’s claims to truthfulness and authenticity were exposed as false, the case 

of Lois-Ann Yamanaka tells a contrasting story – and underlines a point Mihesuah hints 

at – where the motives of the author are constructed on the author’s behalf. Yamanaka, an 

Asian Pacific American, writes in Hawaiian Pidgin and is known to describe her flawed 

characters in a particularly ruthless manner. In 1998, she was the recipient of a literary 

award presented at the Association for Asian American Studies’ (AAAS) national 

conference in Honolulu. Shortly after the conference, amid protests, she was forced to 

return the award. The issue in question was Yamanaka’s depiction of certain Filipino 

characters in her book Blu's Hanging (1997). Journalist Diane Seo writes: 

36 Mihesuah, p. 98. 
37 Mihesuah, p. 99. 
38 Ibid. 
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Blu's Hanging tells the story of three Japanese American youngsters in 
Molokai in the aftermath of their mother's death. The controversy hinges on 
the character of Uncle Paulo, the Ogata family’s Filipino neighbor who rapes 
and molests children.

Some Asian American professors, graduate students, and members of the 
Filipino community believe Uncle Paulo perpetuates the long-standing 
stereotype of Filipino men as sexual predators. They also oppose the sexually 
promiscuous characterization of Uncle Paulo’s nieces, the Reyes sisters.39 

Yamanaka replied to these charges by saying that her “critics are forgetting that Blu's  

Hanging is a work of fiction and that she does not hold the same views as her narrator.”40 

Another way of phrasing Yamanaka’s reply would be to say that her critics seem to be 

confusing a fictional character, the narrator, and authorial intention. Interestingly, 

appealing to fictionality did not quell the criticism. 

Asian American poets Wing Tek Lum and David Mura organized a letter-writing 

campaign among fellow Asian American writers and received 82 responses supporting 

Yamanaka. Among them was the author Amy Tan, who wrote: 

Fiction is not the cart and horse with which you can haul away the problems 
of any community. The AAAS Board's action also damages how Asian 
Americans are viewed as part of American literature. It means that our works 
are not literary but sociological and that we do not receive awards for literary 
merit but rewards for good behavior.41 

In contrast, Candace Fujikane, a University of Hawaii English Professor, said that while 

the AAAS does not want to promote any form of censorship it should not award authors 

39 Seo, Diane. “Authentic Characters or Racist Stereotypes?” Los Angeles Times (July 23, 1998). 
40 Ibid. Arguably the most famous recent controversy of this kind is the one surrounding Salman Rushdie’s 

Satanic Verses (1988). For discussion, see Kuortti, Joel. Place of the Sacred: the Rhetoric of the 
Satanic Verses Affair (1997). 

41 Ibid. Elsewhere, Tan states: “Until recently, I didn't think it was important for writers to express their 
private intentions in order for their work to be appreciated . . . But I've come to realize that the study of 
literature does have its effect on how books are being read, and thus on what might be read, published, 
and written in the future. For that reason, I do believe writers today must talk about their intentions - if 
for no other reason than to serve as an antidote to what others say our intentions should be” (Tan, Amy. 
"In the Canon, For All the Wrong Reasons" in The Story and Its Writer. Ed. Charter, Ann, 5th ed. 
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 1999, p. 1555; ellipsis mine.) 
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who “perpetuate stereotypes”42 because this goes against the platform of the AAAS. 

Neither did Fujikane want authors to write simplistic characters: “I want complex 

portrayals of Asian Americans because I feel literature does have a lot of power. It has a 

powerful effect on our imagination and shapes the way we understand race.”43 While this 

is certainly true, Fujikane seems to presuppose an audience incapable of managing such 

power. Furthermore, there is an assumption that literary characters are, or somehow have 

to be, portrayals of actual people or that these characters are based on characteristics that 

are those of actual people. 

Granted, the situation is delicate and Fujikane’s position problematic. Furthermore, 

Tan’s claim that the political maneuvering of the AAAS is harmful to Asian American 

writers could be described as an overstatement of the point made by the AAAS. 

Nevertheless, attacking fiction on the basis of the “perpetuation of stereotypes” is 

troubling if it is seen as warranting not perhaps the de facto censorship of literary 

transgressions but certainly the stigmatization of the author of those transgressions. The 

obvious retort for such an attack would be to state that critics of Yamanaka’s 

representation of the Filipino characters are making an assumption similar to the one they 

wish to dispute: that they take Uncle Paulo and the Reyes sisters as representatives of 

(perhaps even all) Filipinos – that is, after all, the conventional meaning of the word 

“stereotype.” However, it is highly unlikely that such confrontational tactics would 

resolve the controversy. 

There are no doubt many similar disputes that could be cited as evidence for Ricoeur's 

insight concerning the generalization of Saussure's linguistic model. Saussure himself, 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
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however, did not see his theory of signs in metaphysical terms and so it is safe to say that 

the structuralist metaphysics present in contemporary literary criticism that has 

supposedly changed the very being of texts is fundamentally different from Saussurian 

linguistics in its emphasis on textuality.44 From the vantage point of the outsider, 

poststructuralists who engage in debates about structuralism with an air of seriousness 

and rhetorical flourishes can appear hilariously misled into a metaphysical debate whose 

specialized terminology was never intended for such discourse. As a result, this ill-fitting 

terminology and the problems its use brings to literary criticism virtually beg to be 

satirized. Perhaps because the participants of these debates are, for the most part, 

members of academia, not many satirists have responded to the call. Dennis Cooper's 

interest in poststructuralism, however, was never academic. Rather, in Cooper's own 

words, it emerged “through personal fascination and, hence, had none of that baggage, 

and no stink of elitism.”45 Compared to many academic poststructuralists, Cooper's take 

on structuralist metaphysics is playful, even puckish. 

44 A footnote in the Course in General Linguistics states: “The Neogrammarians, being more down-to-
earth than the comparativists, attacked the comparativists' terminology, especially its illogical 
metaphors. From then on it became unacceptable to say 'the language does this or does that', to speak of 
the 'life of the language', and so on, because a language is not an entity, and exists only in its users. 
However, such an attitude must not be carried too far. What matters is that people should not be misled. 
There are certain figurative ways of speaking which are indispensable” (Transl. Harris, Roy. London: 
Duckworth, 1983, p. 5; my emphasis). Saussure's student, Albert Riedlinger, states the matter more 
succinctly: “La langue n'existe pas comme entité, mais seulement les sujets parlants” (de Saussure, 
Ferdinand. Cours de Linguistique Générale: Edition Critique par Rudolf Engler, Tome 1. Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1968, p. 18.). See also Tullio de Mauro's introduction in de Saussure, Ferdinand. 
Cours de Linguistique Générale. Paris: Payot, 1972. 

45 Dennis Cooper's Weblog. See entry under March 04, 2006, <http://denniscooper.blogspot.com/
2006_03_01_denniscooper_archive.html>. Cooper seems to enjoy complexity for its own sake: “[F]or 
me it was (and still is) a complete thrill to read and decipher those writers' ideas in much the same way 
that it thrills me to read so-called difficult literature” (ibid).
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2.3 Dennis 

In the case of Dennis Cooper’s Frisk and Guide, the questions of self-reference and 

authorship are brought to the forefront by examining “what is possible in one's fantasy 

life, and what is possible in one's real life.”46 Cooper's engagement with theory is best 

illustrated in Guide, but an event involving the earlier Frisk sheds some light on what was 

to follow. According to Cooper, Frisk, the second novel of the George Miles Cycle, 

“tries, in various ways, to seduce the readers into believing a series of murders are real, 

then announces itself as a fiction, hopefully leaving readers responsible for whatever 

pleasure they took in believing the murders were real.”47 The protagonist of the book, 

Dennis, writes letters to his friends in which he describes in detail a number of murders 

he has committed. When one of these friends arrives to visit him it quickly becomes 

apparent that Dennis’s letters were fictional, or false. The theme of falsity is supported by 

Dennis’s personal history: as a young boy Dennis comes across a series of “snuff” 

pictures which trigger in him an obsession with murder. These pictures turn out to be 

staged, as fake as Dennis’s letters. Thus, the story revolves around a false murderous 

rampage triggered by a false set of images which, despite the fact that they were staged, 

initiate the narrative about Dennis’s very real obsession. 

Shortly after Frisk was published in 1991, it inspired a group calling themselves the 

“Hookers Undivided Liberation Army” (HULA) to produce a death threat calling for 

Cooper’s demise. The accusation stated that Cooper’s crime consisted of murdering 

46 Salon :: people :: feature :: Dennis Cooper, By Daniel Reitz :: Page 3, <http://dir.salon.com/people
/feature/2000/05/04/cooper/index.html?pn=3>. 

47 Ibid. For an earlier study of this theme, see De Quincey, Thomas. On Murder Considered as One of the 
Fine Arts (1827). 
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young men and writing a novel about the events in order to glorify violence.48 The death 

threat turned out to be no more than a joke, but despite their antics and bizarre 

nomenclature the HULA seemed to have a point. By issuing the threat as a caricature of a 

fundamentalist group they noted the dangers of a simplistic reading of Frisk devoid of 

irony. Central to such an absurd reading would be to claim that Cooper’s story was 

factual and not only to dismiss the author’s comments as to the actual situation, but to 

posit that his fictional narrator, Dennis, is speaking falsely as well when he acknowledges 

his confessional letters as fiction. In terms of parody, a reading of this kind could be 

interpreted as a malicious appropriation of the characters of the novel, an exploitation of 

the surplus of signifier to the fullest – it would also involve a prescriptive reading that 

manufactures a mendacious, though hilarious, rewriting of Cooper’s story by a reader 

unhindered by the message the text wishes to convey. 

Cooper’s Guide, the fourth volume in the George Miles Cycle, features the return of 

Dennis as the protagonist and presents various truth claims akin to Twain’s parody. There 

are a number of controversial if not morbid themes in the book, ranging from violent 

sexual fantasies to substance abuse, and thus a disclaimer is in order. “To leave the killing 

out,” as it were, is simply not a possibility. The narrator, Dennis, informs the reader: 

I’m in this dilemma. I’m still fascinated by kiddie porn, snuff, and so on, but I 
want to diminish their presence in my thoughts and, consequently, in my 
work. And the only way I can think to remove them is through a kind of 
gentrification, since I guess they still have to be here, as long I can’t keep 
them out, which I obviously can’t. I’ve tried. What I want here is nothing but 
Luke [Dennis’s lover] and me lost in mutual affection. That’s what you’d be 
reading if I wasn’t so deeply fucked up.49 

48 Salon :: people :: feature :: Dennis Cooper, By Daniel Reitz :: Page 2, <http://dir.salon.com/people/
feature/2000/05/04/cooper/index.html?pn=2>.

49 Cooper, Dennis. Guide. New York: Grove Press, 1997, p. 72. 
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Like Huck Finn, a fictional narrator who refers to actual texts by Mark Twain,50 Cooper’s 

narrator has a playful relationship with the actual world and, in addition, closely 

resembles Cooper. As to the choice of this particular narrative technique, Cooper stated in 

an interview: 

It was . . . a way to introduce the idea that authorship was an issue in the 
work, suggesting parallels between myself and the fictional Dennis, and 
emphasizing and blurring the distinction between fiction and the truth, fantasy 
and reality in Frisk and Guide, both of which play with the idea of what is 
“true” and “confessional” and what is “made up” and “manipulative.”51 

What should be emphasized in this situation is that the narrator of Guide is as much a 

fictional character as any other in the novel. What distinguishes Dennis (I will refer to the 

narrator as Dennis and the author as Cooper) is the fact that he is the only character who 

is in the process of writing a novel. As the narrator of Guide, Dennis makes only a few 

strategically placed laconic remarks that concern his own writing, often adding a diegetic 

remark that addresses the reader after he has done so. Nevertheless, dismissing authorial 

intention in this case would be to dismiss one of the main themes of the novel and, 

therefore, rhetoric that follows this maxim would not be applicable. 

The structural play that accompanies these remarks is of particular interest when one 

keeps in mind the decline of truth claims pointed out by Wieck and the way these claims 

resemble the structuralist surplus of signifier described by Jameson. Dennis frames his 

narrative by positioning a blunt claim concerning the novel’s ontological status in the 

beginning of the book: 

Luke’s at Scott’s. Mason’s jerking off to a picture of Smear’s bassist, Alex. 
Alex’s jeans are so tight you can make out his ass. It’s sort of nondescript, 

50 Twain, p. 17. 
51 Salon :: people :: feature :: Dennis Cooper, By Daniel Reitz :: Page 3, 

<http://dir.salon.com/people/feature/2000/05/04/cooper/index.html?pn=3>; ellipsis mine. 
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like a kid’s. Robert, Tracy, and Chris are several miles across town shooting 
dope. They’re so fucked up. Pam’s directing a porn film. Goof is the star. 
He’s twelve and a half. I’m home playing records and writing a novel about 
the aforementioned people, especially Luke. This is it.52 

A similar passage concludes the story: 

Luke is thinking of me. Michael’s three feet away, cruising Luke. Across 
town, Drew’s sleeping. Mason is watching him breathe. It’s nice. Scott just 
came. Tinselstool is getting laid. Pam and Sue are in separate rooms being 
grilled about Goof. Sniffles is sort of unconscious. I’m in a toilet stall kissing 
that club kid. I’m thinking sex. He’s thinking . . . God only knows. It’ll all 
come to nothing, I’m sure. You can basically forget us.53 

Whereas the statement “This is it” seems unproblematic as it merely makes a deictic 

remark concerning the novel, the final sentence “You can basically forget us” brings to 

mind Twain’s impossible disclaimer: “Persons attempting to find a motive in this 

narrative will be prosecuted . . .” What is asked of the reader is an impossible feat of 

mental agility. That is, to read the narrative is to disobey the narrator’s intention, this 

intention being to waive all moral responsibility by suggesting that the reader forget the 

characters, including the narrator, after he or she has read the novel. Dennis’s final 

remark also brings to mind Puck’s ambiguous “If we shadows have offended . . .” as the 

narrator states that the story and the characters with whom one has become acquainted 

have been of no real importance. 

Dennis makes another odd remark at the end of the third chapter: 

I move to my laptop computer, which . . . is isolated away in a small half 
bedroom that I use as an office. First I pull out a blank piece of paper and 
think for a second . . . Then magically or whatever, I start writing a novel. I 
begin by describing exactly what’s happened to me since I snapped myself out 
of the heaviest part of the LSD trip. In other words, I start here – or, rather, a 
dozen or so pages back. That’s where everything begins.54 

52 Guide, p. 3. 
53 Guide, p. 176; ellipsis in original. 
54 Guide, p. 65; ellipses mine. 
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This remark, accompanied by a sarcastic “magically or whatever,” demands attention 

because a dozen or so pages back lie the beginnings of the third chapter where Dennis is 

still hallucinating quite heavily, not the beginning of the novel. In the very beginning of 

the third chapter titled “Sunshine Superman,” Dennis notes: “[T]here’s a lot of . . . stuff 

going on, but I couldn’t translate it if you paid me. I’m writing this account a few hours 

after the fact, and my brain’s still too fried to go into much detail.”55 The deictic remark 

in the disclaimer is thus made ambiguous. 

Cooper’s style and the structure of the Cycle involve weaving together narrative 

strands or story lines in a manner that at times seems chaotic – nearly every paragraph in 

Guide alternates between a different story line, a theme that reaches its climax in Period. 

Dennis is involved in most of the story lines in Guide as a narrator, but it seems that he is 

not the author of all of them. Some are subordinate to Dennis’s will as is apparent from 

his deictic remarks, others where various characters go about their business without 

Dennis are apparently not. The illusion that is thus generated seems to give the other 

characters a degree of autonomy from Dennis where Dennis is absent and, by proxy, 

autonomy from Cooper. In other words, the “blurring” Cooper speaks of is emphasized 

by the narrator’s ambiguous status in relation to the other characters. The ever-present 

question in Guide seems to be: Is Dennis, as it were, writing himself and everyone else 

into existence (“This is it”) or is he simply a spectator recording the events as they take 

place? That is, is Dennis a narrator whose voice is heard throughout the novel or is it the 

voice of someone else the reader encounters when Dennis is nowhere to be found? The 

ambiguity remains unresolved. 

55 Guide, p. 45; ellipsis mine. 
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However, there is a third possibility that should be considered. Perhaps Dennis is 

deluded into thinking that his creative powers are such that they create an entire world, 

that not only is he fashioning narratives, he is also creating a world unto itself in his 

novel. He seems to believe he is an “instance saying I” who creates himself and a reality 

for himself in the form of the novel. If one reads Dennis in this light, the reason for his 

behavior becomes obvious. He is suffering from a drug-induced artistic and, 

consequently, existential crisis triggered by the realization of the inadequacy of language 

to capture his experiences. In Dennis, one finds the issues of linguistic idealism and 

subjectivism entangled (or “blurred” together) in a bizarre combination: the subjectivism 

of a fictional character who believes he creates himself through writing. As a self-created 

aesthetic object, an object of his own art, Dennis's existence is dictated by his linguistic 

tools and thus a crisis involving art and representation is necessarily identical to a crisis 

involving reality itself. In other words, the direct isomorphism between his linguistic 

tools and his very being elevates questions of representation to existential and 

metaphysical questions. 

This reflects Watts's analogy in so far as Dennis's predicament is that of a self-

referential and self-subverting author, but the situation is strange enough to make the 

analogy seem too simple to act as a point of departure for further analysis. However, the 

fact that Cooper’s character can be read as a satirical portrayal of a metaphysical position 

suggests a way to proceed. Namely, to approach Cooper's fiction from another angle by 

picking out cases that in some way resemble Dennis's drug-induced aesthetic and 

subsequent existential crisis. Therefore, the following sections delineate a small genre of 

writing that both discusses hallucinatory experiences as well as satirizes what the authors 
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perceive as prevailing metaphysical precepts, finding them inadequate to account for the 

utter strangeness of their hallucinations. Thus, one can gain a better grasp of the kinds of 

maneuvers Cooper uses in his portrayal of Dennis as a poststructuralist caricature and, 

furthermore, have some idea of the variety of the philosophical questions Dennis's 

predicament entails.
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3. “Writings in Sympathetic Ink” – Hallucinatory Narratives 

3.1 Bottom’s Dream 

In Act III, Scene I of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Puck magically turns Bottom into a 

monster with an ass’s head. At the time the players are rehearsing a scene in Pyramus 

and Thisbe wherein Pyramus and Thisbe meet in order to converse through a crack in a 

wall (played by Tom Snout) that separates the two houses of the lovers. The moral of 

Pyramus and Thisbe is similar to Romeo and Juliet: after the lovers have perished due to 

a misunderstanding the wall is torn down; Bottom mentions this in a brief diegetic remark 

after his suicide scene. However, the rehearsal is cut short when Bottom emerges in his 

monstrous new form and frightens the rest of the company away. Peter Quince, the 

director, re-appears after his initial shock and cries: “Bless thee, Bottom! bless thee! thou 

art translated” (III.i.117-8), presumably substituting the word “translated” for 

“transformed” in his rattled state. Perplexed and unaware of his transformation, Bottom 

concludes: “I see their knavery: this is to make make an ass of me” (III.i.119). 

It is interesting to note that translatio is the Latin term for the rhetorical device better 

known as metaphor – a comparison made by referring to one thing as another, or when a 

word is transferred from one thing to another for illumination or emotional emphasis. In 

Bottom's case, however, the word “ass” remains the same (“this is to make an ass of me”) 

and the thing, the unfortunate Bottom, is transformed. Thus, given the traditional 

definition of metaphor, Shakespeare’s portrayal of Bottom's plight could be read as, as it 

were, a reversed metaphor.1 

1 For elaboration on metaphor in rhetoric, see Perelman, Chaïm and Olbrechts-Tyteca, L. The New 
Rhetoric: A Treatise on Argumentation. Notre Dame (IN): University of Notre Dame Press, 1971, pp. 
398-410. 
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After an eventful night which sees Bottom brought to the company of fairies and 

ancient gods, he wakes up and states: 

I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream, past the wit of man to say 
what dream it was: man is but an ass, if he go about to expound this dream. 
Methought I was – there is no man can tell that. Methought I was, – and 
methought I had, – but man is but a patched fool, if he will offer to say what 
methought I had. (IV.i.205-12) 

Bottom is a simple man, but he is not foolish enough to make an ass of himself (again) by 

making ridiculous claims about his first-hand encounter with sprites and mythical 

creatures. Perhaps still a bit drowsy, he makes it clear in a ridiculous adynaton that he is 

quite certain that his words cannot do justice to this remarkable experience: “The eye of 

man hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man’s hand is not able to taste, his 

tongue to conceive, nor his heart to report, what my dream was” (IV.i.212-5). Whereas 

Bottom recognizes his own inability to translate his experience into words, he is confident 

that Quince would have the skill to do so and thus he decides to commission a ballad 

from him. The ballad “shall be called Bottom’s Dream, because it hath no bottom” 

(IV.i.216-7).

In Guide the protagonist and narrator, Dennis, embarks on an acid trip and experiences 

similar problems in conveying his experience. For Dennis the trip is motivated by a 

previous, harrowing encounter with LSD he describes as follows: 

I wasn’t confused. Despite my explosive behavior, I felt an unusual clarity. I 
knew more than I’d known, and yet, as part of my mental upgrading, I 
understood how this “genius” would isolate me. All that otherworldly 
information, so suddenly focused, available, et cetera, had no accompanying 
language. But in describing my state, I’m unable to note more than its 
skimpiest outline. That’s my point. How can I bring what I learned in that 
world into my everyday consciousness, then translate those thoughts into 
palatable terms, even assuming the knowledge is still in my brain 
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somewhere? It’s one of my big goals in life.2 

Despite the extreme toll on his mental health, Dennis is willing to attempt recreating the 

experience “[b]ecause for ten long-lost, jumbled-up hours I’d known a kind of . . . 

whatever, peace?”3 Dennis, an author by trade, does not shy away from attempting a 

description of his LSD experiences and thus one of the narrative strands of Guide is 

concerned with the process of translating hallucinatory episodes into words. The 

difficulties the narrator faces in executing this task is a recurring theme of the novel. 

The problem Bottom and Dennis are struggling with is an old but persistent problem of 

philosophy that concerns language and perception, symbols used for communication and 

description, and the contents of one’s mind and the minds of others. It has also been 

studied by a number of authors of fiction trying to represent altered states of 

consciousness. Here, the texts which are useful for purposes of comparison are 

autobiographical narratives describing these states and, specifically, those that employ the 

rhetorical device adynaton to mark the failure of language to capture the experience. 

Dennis may be a deluded fictional character who thinks he is the author of Cooper's 

novel, but there are a number of actual novelists who have preceded him and struggled 

with the questions he faces. Let us begin with Thomas De Quincey, whose autobiography 

is arguably the most influential of these narratives. Fortunately, De Quincey's story also 

discusses the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and can thus shed some light on Ricoeur's 

description of structuralist metaphysics as “Kantianism without a transcendental subject.”

2 Guide, pp. 6-7 
3 Guide, p. 14; ellipsis in original. 
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3.2 Thomas De Quincey (1785-1859) 

De Quincey’s remarkable autobiographical account of his struggle with opium addiction, 

The Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (first published in 1821 in the London 

Magazine), records a period between 1804-20 during which the protagonist suffers 

homelessness, alienation, violent physical and psychological torments, and, of course, 

addiction to opium. At the time opium was widely available in England from various 

outlets with virtually no restrictions or medical oversight. Eventually, accumulating 

problems related to the unregulated sale of the drug contributed to the establishing of the 

1868 Pharmacy Act which restricted the availability of drugs and poisons in a two-part 

schedule. Opium and all preparations of opium or of poppies – including De Quincey's 

preferred preparation, laudanum – were placed in Part Two of the poisons schedule.4 

De Quincey thought of his hallucinatory episodes as supported by a peculiar faculty 

that enabled hallucinations to manifest themselves: 

I know not whether my reader is aware that many children have a power of 
painting, as it were, upon the darkness, all sorts of phantoms; in some that 
power is simply a mechanic affection of the eye; others have a voluntary or 
semi-voluntary power to dismiss or summon such phantoms; . . . In the 
middle of 1817 this faculty became increasingly distressing to me: at night, 
when I lay awake in bed, vast processions moved along continually in 
mournful pomp; friezes of never-ending stories, that to my feelings were as 
sad and solemn as stories drawn from times before Oedipus or Priam, before 
Tyre, before Memphis. And, concurrently with this, a corresponding change 
took place in my dreams; a theatre seemed suddenly opened and lighted up 
within my brain, which presented nightly spectacles of more than earthly 
splendour.5 

De Quincey proposes two kinds of allegorical frameworks for the purposes of describing 

4 Berridge, Virginia and Edwards, Griffith. Opium and the People: Opiate Use in Nineteenth-Century 
England. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987, pp. 116-7. 

5 De Quincey, Thomas. The Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. London: Dent, 1964, pp. 232-3; 
ellipsis mine. 
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hallucinations: painting and theater. These means are employed to describe the activity of 

an innate ability of hallucinating that is, according to De Quincey, re-awakened under the 

influence of opium. William S. Burroughs and others would later add motion pictures and 

virtual reality to this repertoire. 

De Quincey makes a distinction between dreaming and hallucinating by expressing his 

anxiety over the fact that his hallucinatory creations and his dreams were becoming, in a 

way, indistinguishable: 

[A]s the creative state of the eye increased, a sympathy seemed to arise 
between the waking and the dreaming states of the brain in one point – that 
whatsoever I happened to call up and to trace by a voluntary act upon the 
darkness was very apt to transfer itself to my dreams; and at length I feared to 
exercise this faculty; for, as Midas turned all things to gold that yet baffled his 
hopes and defrauded his human desires, so whatsoever things capable of 
being visually represented I did but think of in the darkness, immediately 
shaped themselves into phantoms of the eye; and, by a process apparently no 
less inevitable, when thus once traced in faint and visionary colors, like 
writings in sympathetic ink, they were drawn out by the fierce chemistry of 
my dreams, into insufferable splendor that fretted my heart.6 

These sublime hallucinations and dreams, evoking awe and terror, had a negative effect 

on De Quincey’s mental health. The depression that followed his dreams was so severe 

that he refuses to discuss the matter further: 

This and all other changes in my dreams were accompanied by deep-seated 
anxiety and funeral melancholy, such as are wholly incommunicable by 
words. I seemed every night to descend – not metaphorically, but literally to 
descend – into chasms and sunless abysses, depths below depths, from which 
it seemed hopeless that I could ever re-ascend. Nor did I, by waking, feel that 
I had re-ascended. Why should I dwell upon this? For indeed the state of 
gloom which attended these gorgeous spectacles, amounting at least to utter 
darkness, as of some suicidal despondency, cannot be approached by words.7 

De Quincey states that he will not dwell upon the very question he raises: What might the 

6 De Quincey, p. 233. 
7 De Quincey, pp. 233-4. 
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seemingly literal, not-metaphorical descent mean? Is it not a contradiction to say that the 

seemingly literal is not metaphorical? For if one recognizes an experience to be only 

seemingly literal, seemingly real, does it not mean that it is metaphorical, figurative, or 

even in some sense false? In other words, is De Quincey saying that his dreams and 

hallucinations were somehow real and not mere apparitions? 

The use of a phrase like “cannot be approached by words” is of course a way of 

dramatizing the depression that succeeded De Quincey’s opium habit, but there is also a 

deeper, metaphysical question behind this issue. De Quincey was well versed in German 

philosophy and especially in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant – he mentions in the 

Confessions that in 1812 he was studying German metaphysics “in the writings of Kant, 

Fichte, Schelling, etc.”8 The influence of Kant, who is often mentioned in De Quincey's 

prose, is apparent in a passage that follows a quotation from William Wordsworth’s The 

Excursion (1814) which describes a city “of diamond, and of gold, with alabaster domes 

and silver spires.”9 Wordsworth's poetry reflects De Quincey’s dreams: 

To my architecture succeeded dreams of lakes and silvery expanses of water: 
these haunted me so much, that I feared that some dropsical state or tendency 
of the brain might thus be making itself (to use a metaphysical word) 
objective; and the sentient organ might be projecting itself as its own object.10 

This somewhat cryptic remark can be interpreted through a fundamental problem in 

8 De Quincey, p. 196. Of further interest here is De Quincey's biographical narrative of Kant titled “The 
Last Days of Immanuel Kant” in which he suggests opium for Kant's stomach pains, even prescribing a 
specific dose. The text is available online at <http://www.gutenberg.org/dirs/etext04/7qncc10.txt>.

9 Wordsworth, William. The Excursion, Book II, “The Solitary,” l. 839.  <http://www.bartleby.com/145/
ww399.html>. Quoted in De Quincey p. 239.

10 De Quincey, p. 239; emphasis in original. In the first edition of the Confessions (1821), De Quincey 
equipped this remark with a parenthetic qualifier which stated that it is “possible [his fears] will appear 
ludicrous to a medical man.” In the 1856 edition this comment has been omitted and replaced with a 
footnote which recognizes that the metaphysical term objective had “become too common to need any 
apology.” The reason behind De Quincey's decision is a subject for further study. The first edition of the 
Confessions can be found on-line at <http://www.gutenberg.org/ dirs/2/0/4/2040/2040.txt>.
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traditional metaphysics brought forth by Kant’s “Copernican Revolution.” What Kant 

proposed was a theory that would take as its starting point not the traditional assumption 

that our cognition must conform to objects but, conversely, “that we only cognize in 

things a priori that which we ourselves place in them.”11 That is, in contrast to the 

Cartesian question, “How is it possible for me to tell whether a thought of mine is true or 

false, perception or dream?” Kant asked “How is it possible for something even to be a 

thought (of mine) and what are the conditions for the possibility of experience (veridical 

or illusory) at all?” and rejected the idea that the world existed completely independent of 

minds inhabiting the world, independent of descriptions of the world.12 What is in 

question is not how one can arrive at an understanding of the world but the ways the 

world becomes understood. 

Awakened from his dogmatic slumbers by the philosophy of David Hume and driven 

by the advances in empirical science, Kant posited this question at the center of 

theoretical philosophy and the problem of knowledge. As a consequence of this shift of 

focus, Kant’s metaphysics rejected those arguments of classical metaphysics which 

purported to gain direct knowledge of things in themselves – that is, objective knowledge 

in the sense of direct knowledge of the object itself. In fact, argued Kant, if one posits that 

the knowledge one gains of objects is equivalent to direct knowledge of things in 

themselves (excluding knowledge of the existence of the thing), one will inevitably 

produce contradictory claims. In a controversy between two opposing viewpoints the 

11 Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Pure Reason. London: Dent, 1986 (first published in 1781), p. 13. 
12 This formulation by James Conant can be found in Dennett, Daniel. “The Fantasy of First-Person 

Science,” <http://ase.tufts.edu/cogstud/papers/chalmersdeb3dft.htm>. For a study of Descartes's answer 
to the Cartesian question mentioned above, see Popkin, Richard. The History of Scepticism from 
Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003, pp. 143-73. 
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traditional position can lead to futile debate when it would be much more advantageous 

to engage in metaphysical debate “not for the purpose of finally deciding in favor of 

either side, but to discover whether the object of the struggle is not a mere illusion”13 in 

order to see, as it were, in advance the possible gains of a resolution in favor of either of 

the two opposing positions. If one is to do this it is crucial not to adopt either position by 

default at the outset. 

If one takes into consideration the question “How is metaphysics possible?” and the 

preconditions for possible knowledge of the world, the knowledge thus gained is very 

different from the supposedly fallacious objective knowledge claimed by traditional 

metaphysics which Kant deems “at the very outset dogmatical”14 in the sense that it 

presupposes its ability to investigate fundamental ontological questions. Kant fashioned 

the term “synthetic a priori knowledge” to denote this new metaphysical stance and 

maintained that synthetic a priori principles are valid only of objects of possible 

experience. In light of Kant's philosophy, traditional metaphysics, purporting to produce 

knowledge about the supersensible, appears as an illegitimate, unfounded enterprise. 

Thus, from the viewpoint of traditional metaphysics Kant’s metaphysics might even seem 

like an anti-metaphysics, not concerned with deep ontological questions but rather an 

epistemological foundation that could contribute to the advancement of metaphysics as a 

disciplined science. 

In an ironic inversion of Kant's conceptual framework, De Quincey overstates Kant’s 

emphasis on the activity of the brain in constituting the knowable world – during the 

13 Kant, p. 258. Kant calls this process the skeptical method and demonstrates its use in the Antinomies 
(Kant, pp. 260-81). 

14 Kant, p. 28. 
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hallucinatory episode the activity of the brain is so profuse and its state such that the 

“dropsical” condition of the brain actually seems to materialize as its own object; this 

activity becomes a thing-in-itself. In other words, he stipulates, in jest, the ludicrous 

assumption that the way we know the world according to Kantian metaphysics has deep 

ontological ramifications and reverses Kant’s argument that we cannot gain knowledge of 

things in themselves. He does this by positing that the brain produces, or its state 

becomes, a thing-in-itself or an object in the sense of traditional metaphysical concepts – 

concepts which are not applicable in Kant’s metaphysics. 

De Quincey’s quip is made possible by the ambiguity of the words “object” and 

“objective.” In the framework of Kant’s theory, objective knowledge as knowledge of 

things as such does not exist and the only reasonable way of speaking about “objective 

knowledge” in the manner De Quincey does would be to speak of objective knowledge as 

synthetic a priori knowledge. This also sheds light on the question of metaphor. De 

Quincey’s description of his experience, under Kantian metaphysics, underlines the 

profundity of his dreams. His subjective experience was that of literally descending into 

an unfathomable void from whence there was no escaping or re-ascending in the 

morning. Whether or not his experience was real in the classical, non-Kantian, objective 

sense of the word is a question that is arguably redundant. What should be noted, 

however, is the manner in which De Quincey, drawing from Kant's metaphysics, playfully 

inverts the role subjects and objects play in epistemological pursuits – the subject is able 

to produce objects merely by thinking about them; the words of poets become, through 

the subject, objects with seemingly real ontological standing. Or, to use contemporary 

parlance, signifiers become concepts that produce items in the actual world. Following 
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Ricoeur, this could be seen as a consequence of an absolute formalism where Kant's 

conceptual framework engulfs any notion of a subject that could transcend Kantianism. 

3.3 Fitz Hugh Ludlow (1836-1870) 

A number of years later an American writer, Fitz Hugh Ludlow, took up the topic of 

hallucinatory narratives after experimenting with cannabis-extract. Ludlow gladly 

confessed De Quincey’s influence on his own account in the preface of The Hasheesh 

Eater: Being Passages from the Life of a Pythagorean (1857), but maintained that the 

factuality of his autobiographical narrative justifies his prose. He states in the preface that 

he is not completely satisfied with the result: 

I am deeply aware that, if the succeeding pages are read at all, it will be by 
those who have already learned to love De Quincey. . . . Frankly do I say that I 
admire De Quincey to such a degree that, were not imitation base and he 
inimitable, I know no master of style in whose footsteps I should more 
earnestly seek to tread; but, in the first place, as this book asserts, it is a 
resumé of experiences which, so far from being fiction, have received at my 
hands a delineation unsatisfactory to myself from its very inadequacy.15 

Ludlow also maintained that “[t]he state of insight which [De Quincey] attained through 

opium, I reached by the way of hasheesh.”16 As the two compounds and their effects on 

human perception are significantly different, Ludlow’s assertion seems questionable. 

Nevertheless, as one might expect from Ludlow’s reverence of De Quincey, he raises 

similar issues concerning problems conveying the experience of the drug-induced state to 

15 Ludlow, Fitz Hugh. The Hasheesh Eater: Being Passages from the Life of a Pythagorean, 
<http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/THE/preface.html>; ellipsis mine. Factuality is claimed in the 
Introduction as well. Ludlow wanted it "to be distinctly understood at the outset that my narrative is one 
of unexaggerated fact, its occurrences being recorded precisely as they impressed themselves upon me, 
without one additional stroke of the pencil of an after-fancy thrown in to heighten the tone or harmonize 
the effect" <http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/THE/intro.html>.

16 Ludlow, <http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/THE/preface.html>.
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his readers. 

Whereas De Quincey’s metaphysical satire requires a short explanation of some 

terminology of Kantian philosophy, Ludlow’s articulation of a related problem seems – 

perhaps because the problem of other minds is a more salient one than the problem of the 

necessary conditions for the possibility of experience – quite straightforward. After 

establishing that “[a]mong men we communicate entirely by symbols,”17 he presents an 

interesting question: 

What state of mind lies back of, and conditions the capacity to recognize, 
through symbols, the mental phenomena of another? Plainly this: the two who 
are in communication must be situated so nearly upon the same plane of 
thought that they behold the same truths and are affected by the same 
emotions. In proportion as this condition is violated will two men be 
unappreciating of each other’s inner states.18 

In other words, if two unintoxicated conversants share roughly the same “plane of 

thought” the conversation can proceed in an agreeable manner and a consensus in the use 

of symbols and their meaning can be maintained. In contrast, when one of the participants 

is intoxicated by hashish the grounds for discourse are radically altered: 

In the hasheesh-eater a virtual change of worlds has taken place, through the 
preternatural scope and activity of all his faculties. . . . To his neighbor in the 
natural state he turns to give expression to his visions, but finds that to him 
the symbols which convey the apocalypse to his own mind are meaningless, 
because, in our ordinary life, the thoughts which they convey have no 
existence; their two planes are utterly different.19 

Ludlow even refers to the King James Bible (2 Cor. 12:4) in order to emphasize his point 

and states that “[n]ever was I more convinced of any thing in my life than that our 

translation, ‘which it is not lawful for a man to utter’, is wholly inadequate. It should be, 

17 Ludlow, <http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/THE/chaptr11.html>.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid; ellipsis mine. 
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‘which it is impossible to utter to man’,”20 and while he is quick to point out that trances 

induced by hashish are not wholly comparable to Paul’s divine ecstasy, these states are, 

nevertheless, “analogous in this respect, that they both share the nature of disembodyment 

[sic], and the soul, in both, beholds realities of greater or less significance.”21 The 

comparison, even when qualified with the admission that divine and chemical possession 

are incompatible, is quite effective as a stab at the inadequacy of a sacred text when faced 

with the magnitude of Ludlow’s own Pythagorean vision. However, the qualifier does 

have the effect of dismissing a reading that would designate Ludlow's statement sarcasm 

and suggests a more benign interpretation – namely, an attempt at a witticism.

The proliferation of symbolic meaning Ludlow experienced in his drug-induced trance 

made him infer that there exists an independent realm of symbols not yet realized in the 

actual world: 

In some apocalyptic states of delirium like that which I have mentioned, and 
others succeeding it, there were symbols of an earthly nature used, which not 
only had never before conveyed to me such truth as I then saw, but never had 
expressed any truth at all. . . . Now where, among created things, shall we set 
the boundaries to this capacity for symbolizing. In view of that which I saw 
. . . I felt, and still feel, forced to the conclusion that there is no boundary.22 

A world of potential signification is thus, according to Ludlow’s Pythagorean vision, 

reserved for future revelations, indeed for God himself, for communicating divine truth to 

mankind. Symbols that carry an infinite capacity for symbolizing even that which has not 

yet been conceived – perhaps never will be conceived let alone spoken – are awaiting 

discovery by the prophet who ventures into their realm. This prophet is, for Ludlow, not a 

philosopher who merely constructs theories and tries to understand the tangible world but 

20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid; ellipses mine. 
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a prophet who brings transcendent knowledge of pure Pythagorean harmony: “What 

world of symbols, then, lie sleeping in expectancy of the approaching times which shall 

bring some translator to their now unnoticed sermons, and bid them speak of unconceived 

beauties and truths!”23 The Pythagorean prophet need not be the final prophet who brings 

about the Apocalypse – he or she might be a mathematician who creates a theorem from 

purely abstract principles and later (perhaps centuries later), to the utter amazement of 

everyone, a concrete application is found for this allegedly abstract play of symbols. But, 

as Ludlow points out elsewhere, the hashish experience also offers one the promise of a 

single transcendental formula – a divine algorithm, if you will. This is the first principle 

from which one is able to deduce an entire universe, a theory of everything: “I saw how 

every created thing not only typifies but springs forth from some mighty spiritual law as 

its offspring, its necessary external development; not the mere clothing of the essence, but 

the essence incarnate.”24 It is appropriate, then, that Ludlow names his narrative after the 

first person to call himself a philosopher, Pythagoras. 

Unfortunately, Ludlow’s enthusiasm was not enough to realize this first principle and 

hidden knowledge that was revealed to him remained only an elusive, untranslatable 

memory – a blinding flash of sunlight for the prisoner who is momentarily released from 

Plato's cave only to be shackled again. Later in life, working as a physician treating the 

increasing number of opiate addicts after the end of the Civil War, Ludlow himself 

succumbed to opiate addiction and died in Switzerland while looking for a cure.25  It may 

23 Ibid. 
24 Ludlow, Fitz Hugh. “The Apocalypse of Hasheesh.” First published in Putnam’s Monthly: A Magazine 

of Literature, Science, and Art. Vol VIII, No. XLVIII (December 1856). The article is also available at 
<http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/Texts/ apocalyp.html>.

25 For Ludlow’s views on opiate addiction, see “What Shall They Do to be Saved?” (1867), 
<http://nepenthes.lycaeum.org/Ludlow/Texts/wstdtbs.html>.
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be that his opium habit was inspired by his misplaced Pythagorean idealism and 

reverence of De Quincey. However, his mystical views were so un-Kantian that it is safe 

to assume that he never fully understood De Quincey's remarks about metaphysics. 

3.4 William S. Burroughs (1914-1997) 

3.4.1 Junky 

In 1953, with the assistance of Allen Ginsberg, William S. Burroughs published an 

autobiographical novel titled Junkie: Confessions of an Unredeemed Drug Addict.26 The 

narrative, unlike The Naked Lunch (1959) which is arguably Burroughs’s best-known 

novel, proceeds in a straightforward journalistic manner and documents Burroughs’s 

addiction to opiates. Unlike De Quincey and Ludlow, Burroughs holds no romanticized 

views about hallucinatory experiences. 

Junky begins with a brief account of the protagonist’s27 childhood and reveals the 

initial reason for his fascination with opium: 

Actually my earliest memories are colored by a fear of nightmares. I was 
afraid to be alone, and afraid of the dark, and afraid to go to sleep because of 
dreams where a supernatural horror seemed always on the point of taking 
shape. I was afraid some day the dream would still be there when I woke up. I 
recall hearing a maid talk about opium and how smoking opium brings sweet 
dreams, and I said: “I will smoke opium when I grow up.”28 

His decision to take up opium as an adult was, on this account, not motivated by the lure 

of supernatural hallucinations or hidden knowledge but, on the contrary, by the promise 

of restful or “sweet” dreams. Burroughs, like De Quincey, makes a distinction between 

26 The spelling of the title was changed to Junky in subsequent editions. 
27 The  protagonist  of  Junky is  a  thinly  veiled  Burroughs  by  the  name  of  William  Lee,  Lee  being 

Burroughs's mother's maiden name. 
28 Burroughs, William S. Junky. London: Penguin Books, 1977, p. xi. 
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dreaming and hallucinating: 

I was subject to hallucinations as a child. Once I woke up in the early morning 
light and saw little men playing in a block house I had made. I felt no fear, 
only a feeling of stillness and wonder. Another recurrent hallucination or 
nightmare concerned “animals in the wall,” and started with the delirium of a 
strange, undiagnosed fever that I had at the age of four or five.29 

Thus, the power of painting “all sorts of phantoms” upon the darkness described by De 

Quincey was particularly strong in Burroughs as a child. What escapes description for 

Burroughs is hardly the sublimity of hallucinatory experiences but the withdrawal 

symptoms which follow once the habit has been established: 

An addict may be ten years off the junk, but he can get a new habit in less 
than a week; whereas someone who has never been addicted would have to 
take two shots a day for two months to get any habit at all. I took a shot daily 
for four months before I could notice withdrawal symptoms. You can list the 
symptoms of junk sickness, but the feel of it is like no other feeling and you 
can not [sic] put it into words.30 

The depression that accompanies withdrawal Burroughs deems “[a]lmost worse than the 

[physical] sickness.”31 Burroughs’s theory for the indescribable physical torment that 

withdrawal brings is one that puts great weight on the way the body adjusts to opiates 

after prolonged use and maintains that the physical addiction that follows is caused by a 

change that occurs on the cellular level: “I do not accept the theory that junk is lurking in 

the body all the time – the spine is where it supposedly holes up – and I disagree with all 

psychological answers. I think the use of junk causes permanent cellular alteration.”32 

Psychology and, one would assume, any kind of metaphysical remedy are of no use if one 

is to cure oneself of opiate addiction which is fundamentally a physical condition of one’s 

29 Junky, pp. xi-xii. 
30 Junky, pp. 116-7. 
31 Junky, p. 28. 
32 Junky, p. 117. 
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altered metabolism. 

3.4.2 The Talking Asshole 

It would be wrong to characterize Burroughs simply as a single-minded materialist who 

provided journalistic reports of drug addiction. A short narrative that is present in both 

Junky and The Naked Lunch uncovers, perhaps surprisingly, an ethical concern that 

seemed to occupy Burroughs throughout his career. In describing a gay bar in the French 

Quarter of New Orleans in Junky, Burroughs, himself a homosexual and the author of the 

autobiographical Queer (1985),33 abhors the scene: 

A room full of fags gives me the horrors. They jerk around like puppets on 
invisible strings, galvanized into hideous activity that is the negation of 
everything living and spontaneous. The live human being has moved out of 
these bodies long ago. But something moved in when the original tenant 
moved out. Fags are ventriloquists’ dummies who have moved in and taken 
over the ventriloquist. The dummy sits in a queer bar nursing his beer, and 
uncontrollably yapping out of a rigid doll face.34 

In the Nova Convention of 1978, Frank Zappa read a famous passage from The Naked 

Lunch sometimes referred to as the Talking Asshole. Zappa’s introduction to the reading 

revealed that the inspiration for the story, whose prototype was already present in Junky, 

came from a British horror film called Dead of Night (1945) wherein a ventriloquist’s 

dummy comes to life and starts speaking on behalf of the ventriloquist.35 In The Naked 

Lunch this story is attributed to Dr. Benway, Burroughs’s archetypal amoral scientist who 

is “a manipulator and co-ordinator of symbol systems.”36 When a character called Schafer 

protests one of Benway’s numerous unethical experiments by saying “I can’t escape a 

33 Queer was written at the same time as Junky, but not published until 1985. 
34 Junky, p. 72. 
35 Frank Zappa – The Talking Asshole. <http://www.kilbot.net/writing/asshole.php>.
36 Burroughs, William S. The Naked Lunch. London: Corgi Books, 1968, p. 39. 
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feeling . . . well, of evil about this,” Benway snaps at him: “Balderdash, my boy . . . 

We’re scientists . . . Pure scientists. Disinterested research and damned be him who cries, 

‘Hold, too much!’ Such people are no better than party poops.”37 Benway then laments 

the fact that the “inefficient” human body has both mouth and anus instead of an “all-

purpose hole” before launching into a story about “the man who taught his asshole to 

talk.”38 The story tells of a ventriloquist who managed to do just this and performed his 

acquired skill as a carnival novelty act. In the story, the Talking Asshole becomes 

conscious and takes over the body by sealing the man’s mouth and hijacking all bodily 

functions, effectively killing off the consciousness of his host.

Both versions of the story can be read as ironic parables directed at deflating affected 

mannerisms which are prone, at first, to become entrenched to the extent of being second 

nature to the subject – this is represented by the acquired skills of the ventriloquists. At 

the following stage, when the invading subject (the ventriloquist’s dummy, the Talking 

Asshole) has taken over the body, the original self is no more – only the acquired 

mannerisms, here speech, remain after they have gained a life of their own and killed off 

the host. One might even say, following De Quincey, that the mind has surreptitiously 

projected itself (in accordance with the acquired forms of behavior) as its own object 

within the body and replaced whatever personality inhabited the subject’s body prior to 

this unfortunate occurrence. Thus, an initially fictional character engulfs “the live human 

being” and subjects the body to its will; the creation becomes the master of its creator. 

Much like in De Quincey's case, the subject is manipulated by linguistic operations, but 

Burroughs goes further and proposes that the subject is ultimately replaced by language. 
37 The Naked Lunch, p. 153; ellipses and emphases in original. 
38 Ibid. 
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This hints at Burroughs's famous conception of language as a virus and, moreover, the 

poststructuralists' radical notion of the subject not as a sovereign self but an entity that is 

formed by language and ideology. Given Burroughs's influence on later writers, it is 

reasonable to ask: Should one read Burroughs's parable as a bona fide philosophical idea, 

as satire, or as something else entirely? Simply put, was Burroughs being serious? In 

attempting to answer this question it is advisable to investigate how his work came to be 

viewed later on and how he himself reacted to people who sought to associate his work 

with the ideological critique advocated by both structuralism and poststructuralism.

3.4.3 Burroughs as Prophet 

In 1986, the author (and great admirer of De Quincey39) Kathy Acker interviewed the 

notoriously cynical Burroughs and pressed him on the possible political ramifications of 

the cut-up method of writing he had perfected in the novels The Soft Machine (1961), The 

Ticket that Exploded (1962), and Nova Express (1964).40 Burroughs was unwilling to 

concede any political affiliation and gave a sardonic reply: “There are no political 

ramifications that could be fitted into any party. There’s no affiliation with socialism, 

communism, . . . or capitalism. There are no direct political affiliations. The whole thing 

is a mess, that’s the point.”41 Acker then asked a more nuanced question: 

39 See Acker, Kathy. Essential Acker. Eds. Scholder, Amy and Cooper, Dennis. New York: Grove Press, 
2002, p. viii. It is worth noting that not only has Cooper edited Acker's prose works, he also identifies 
himself as “a huge fan of Kathy's” (Aaron Nielsen interviews Dennis Cooper, 
<http://www.suspectthoughts.com/cooper3.html>).

40 The cut-up technique was not, according to Burroughs, consciously practiced in The Naked Lunch. 
However, in the process of printing the manuscript he found that the printer had erroneously placed the 
first chapter at the end of the book. In the final version this oversight was left uncorrected. 

41 The Roland Collection of Films & Videos on Art, Writers Talk: William Burroughs, 
<http://www.roland-collection.com/rolandcollection/preview/W52.ram>.
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Acker: You talked about the word as a method of control and that the cut-up 
of the word would in some way get rid of the control. Do you still feel that? 
Burroughs: Well, it’s not completed, not completely at all. . . . [It] may loosen 
up this automatic association of the word and what the word refers to. You get 
these vague words like “communism” and “capitalism” and you have as many 
definitions as there are people who use them. There’s just total confusion and 
that confusion is largely verbal.42 

When Acker inquired about the notable change in Burroughs’s more recent prose, that the 

cut-up technique was no longer featured as prominently as before, and whether this was 

because he thought the method was no longer viable, Burroughs replied: “It’s a technique 

and like any technique it works here and it doesn’t work somewhere else, that’s all. Like 

painting techniques.”43 

As the conversation turned yet again to the present political situation, science fiction, 

the possibility of survival of mankind in general, and the role of perception in human 

cognition, Burroughs suggested: 

Burroughs: One possibility [for survival] would be escape from the planet for 
a few people. 
Acker: Do you think of this escape literally or in terms of altering perception? 
Burroughs: Well, they’re the same thing . . . if you alter your perception then 
you have altered your space-time location. 
Acker: Are your books in any way methods of altering perception? 
Burroughs: As far as they can be. 
Acker: How far do you think literature can work in that area? 
Burroughs: Well, that’s it: as far as it can go. In the same way with painting. 
Acker: Do you think they work in the same ways? 
Burroughs: It’s not quite the same way, but . . . any painting of consequence 
you can read. In other words, there’s a story in it, not a message but a story. 
[The same applies to] writing: the more visual the better, I feel. So they’re 
both attempting the same thing.44 

Burroughs’s point here seems to be that the senses are not “fooling” the perceiver when 

42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. At the time of the interview, Burroughs was promoting an exhibition of his paintings. Hence the 

repeated references to painting. 
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perception is altered and that the subject’s reality is what the subject perceives it to be. 

Thus, from Burroughs's metaphysical perspective the Ludlowian “change of worlds” 

could be interpreted as the substitution of two actual, ontologically valid realities brought 

forth by the subject's changed perception. The question of an a priori objective reality is, 

in this sense, obsolete for Burroughs. What is of more importance, however, is the way 

the use of language brings about confusion when one speaks of the subjective experience 

that is, inevitably, the reality of each individual and – the question raised by Acker – the 

possible ways of countering linguistic atrophy when the relationship between a given 

linguistic sign and a referent has become solidified. In other words, the way our 

conceptual world qua actual world is ruled by language. 

Burroughs’s statement about language and politics, the “total confusion” that follows 

imprecise or subjectivist use of language, leads to a question: If this confusion is 

undesirable, why add to this by writing fiction and writing in a manner that is designed to 

add to the confusion by fracturing the linearity of narratives?45 Acker provides one 

possible answer to this question in a short essay titled “William Burroughs’s Realism” 

(1990). In this essay, Acker portrays Burroughs as a secular prophet whose fiction took, 

despite his objections in the 1986 interview, a political role as criticism of American 

culture at large. As the title of the essay states, Acker categorizes Burroughs’s early work 

as Realism of a peculiar nature: Realism that can be viewed not as a realistic portrayal of 

Burroughs’s contemporaries but that of the future. Thus, for instance, Burroughs’s The 

Soft Machine is not, according to Acker’s reading, social commentary of 1950s and 60s 

America but a scathing attack on what America would become in the 1980s and 90s. 
45 It is certainly possible that Burroughs might have seen linguistic confusion as desirable for one reason or 

another, but this line of questioning is not, in my view, as fruitful as the the one taken here. 
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First, Acker lists a number of heavyweights of American literature: Norman Mailer, 

Philip Roth, John Cheever, Saul Bellow. She states that these authors criticized American 

society “as it needed to be criticized in cultured tones”46 at the time they were writing. 

Secondly, Acker points out a problem with such criticism: “The problem with both their 

criticism and their manner of criticism is that neither American society nor American 

culture is cultured.”47 She then presents a provocative argument: 

Pretend that there is a distinct entity named self and a different entity named 
other or world. Define insanity as the situation when there occurs a 
nonnegotiable disparity between the self’s version of the world and the world. 
According to this definition, American culture now is insane. Well-measured 
language, novels which structurally depend on the Aristotelian continuities, 
on any formal continuities, cannot describe, much less criticize, such 
culture.48 

Here, Acker suggests a psychologized view of culture by giving American society 

anthropomorphic features and declaring, as her diagnosis, that the body politic is insane. 

In order to portray and criticize an insane society in terms of ordinary Realism one has to 

resort to extraordinary measures. This is what Burroughs’s fiction, according to Acker, 

managed to do by portraying the world as a strange hallucinatory mess of perceptions: 

In terms of content and formally, William Burroughs’s writings are those of 
discontinuity and dissolutions. Both represented time and the books’ temporal 
structures are fractured; time juts into and becomes space; humans melt into 
cartoonlike characteristics and parts of bodies gone haywire; the quality of 
humanity seems to be green mush or resolves into unheard-of mutations. Due 
to these psychotic realities, Burroughs, in his writing, was able to portray 
futures that are now present. . . . What is fiction is that which will become 
actual. In his novels, Burroughs saw the society around him so clearly, he 
announced the future. Writing that seemed radical when it appeared today 
looks like journalism. In other words: today in the United States, we are living 

46 Acker, Kathy. Bodies of Work: Essays. London: Serpent's Tail, 1997, p. 1. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Bodies of Work, p. 2; emphases in original. Note the word “pretend” which makes the argument 

stipulative. 
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in the worlds of Burroughs’s novels.49 

The problem with Acker’s insight that still remains is the persistent fact that Burroughs 

wrote his early novels in the 1950s and 60s and to adopt the position that these novels 

were written as prophecies is not an easy task. Moreover, even if it were the case that 

contemporary journalism had adopted Burroughs’s style of writing, it does not necessarily 

follow that this language is derived from actual and ontologically distinct “worlds” that 

have come into being after Burroughs’s novels. However, Acker’s description of 

Burroughs’s writing is insightful and her illustrative example, taken from The Soft  

Machine, is tentative. In fact, to treat Burroughs as a Realist, even a bizarre one, is so 

incongruous that one cannot but think that the aim of her argument is primarily 

polemical. 

Elsewhere, writing about a novel by Bruce Sterling called Holy Fire (1996), Acker 

takes a similar stand by treating Sterling’s futuristic novel as Realism and states that “in 

the tradition of Philip K. Dick’s work . . . Sterling aims for the best type of journalism, 

that which allows us to see what we’re not yet knowing we’re seeing.”50 Once again, 

treating science fiction as Realism about the future seems extraordinary naive and even 

counterfactual, but Acker’s views on the matter can be appraised by examining her 

thoughts on the role of fiction in what she calls a “post-cynical” society where there is 

“no more need to deconstruct, to take apart perceptual habits, to reveal the frauds on 

which our society is living.”51 What is more important in such a society (Acker mentions 

England and the US), a society that is beyond cynicism and nihilism and where economic 

49 Bodies of Work, pp. 2-3; ellipsis mine. 
50 Bodies of Work, p. 170; ellipsis mine. 
51 Bodies of Work, p. 11.
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and social mobility are deemed impossible, is to build new beliefs and new myths.52 

In this state of affairs techniques and methods of writing fiction have become 

supremely, politically important. For example, the novelist who writes about 
the poor Cambridge vicar who can’t deal with his homosexuality is giving us 
no tools for survival. Whereas William Burroughs’s writing methods, his uses 
of psychic research, are weapons in the fight for our own happiness.53 

The making of a myth, of a prophetic figure, even from an unlikely and unwilling 

character like Burroughs is, for Acker, of supreme importance. A Marxist class struggle 

simply is no more – the fact that “the rich stay rich [and] the poor stay dead”54 is wholly 

accepted. However, there is, according to Acker, one possible method of resistance: “In 

such a society such as ours the only possible chance for change, for mobility, for political, 

economic, and moral flow lies in the tactics of guerrilla warfare, in the use of fictions, of 

language.”55 The reason for the adoption of this tactic is the view that language is 

essentially discourse, the giving and taking of meaning within a linguistic community 

where meaning is constructed in this arbitrary manner. 

Fiction in this setting can operate as a kind of linguistic and conceptual sabotage that 

dislocates those aspects of language which are politically, economically, and morally 

coded. But, much like Burroughs’s cut-up, this view is not a universal doctrine but one 

suited for the times: “Postmodernism, then, for the moment, is a useful perspective and 

tactic.”56 When the moment has passed and postmodern textual sabotage has served its 

52 For a similar, albeit less radical, view see Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Paladin Books: London, 1973 
(first published 1957). Acker's approach differs from Barthes's in that Barthes's semiology, which he 
describes as “a science of forms, since it studies significations apart from their content,” (Mythologies, 
p. 120) does not emphasize the incompleteness of a theory of forms. Moreover, Barthes was aware of 
the possible backlash his theory might produce: “To parody a well-known saying, I will say that a little 
formalism turns one away from History, but a lot brings one back to it” (ibid). 

53 Bodies of Work, p. 11. 
54 Bodies of Work, p. 5. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. Acker equates postmodernism with a variety of American deconstructionism which she describes 
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function, it can be discarded and replaced by another technique, a new paradigm. 

Acker showed signs of what might be called “postmodern fatigue” in a 1988 interview. 

Her relationship with the academic reading of fiction, despite her affiliation with literary 

theory which manifests itself in her own novels as a continuous theme, seemed to 

dissolve as certain modern theories of reading and writing became institutionalized within 

academic disciplines: 

I absolutely hate it. I’ve seen too many English departments destroy people’s 
delight in reading. Once something becomes academic it’s taken on this level 
– take the case of semiotics and postmodernism. When I was first introduced 
to the work of Foucault and Deleuze, it was very political; it was about what 
was happening in the economy and about changing the political system. By 
the time it was taken up by the American academy, the politics had gone to 
hell. It became an exercise for some professors to make their careers. You 
know, it’s just more of the same: the culture is there to uphold the post 
capitalist [sic] society, and the idea that art has nothing to do with politics is a 
wonderful construction in order to mask the deep political significance that art 
has – to uphold the empire in terms of its representation as well as its actual 
structure.57 

In other words, Acker displayed resentment toward the supposed fact that, for instance, 

Foucauldian views had become formalized and transformed from techniques and tools for 

analyzing and changing political realities into ends in themselves.58 Thus the theoretical 

form that was aimed at disrupting linguistic and, by proxy, political conventions had 

suffered an emptying of meaning. The doctrine Acker sarcastically summarizes (“the 

culture is there to uphold . . .”) had become a stagnated catch-phrase whose form had 

outlived its utility and its potential to incite political change, so enthusiastically embraced 

by Acker and many others, was replaced by abstract formalisms. The creation of a 

as a kind of textual relativism (Bodies of Work, p. 85). 
57 Dalkey Archive Press: An Interview with Kathy Acker. 

<http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_acker.html>.
58 For Foucault's theory (and self-criticism) of the formation of discourses, see Foucault, Michel. The 

Archeology of Knowledge (1972). 
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mythical figure from Burroughs against this background is yet another survival tactic in 

Acker’s peculiar post-cynical perspective and it demonstrates a resolve to admonish 

fatuous formalists and obscurantists who turned powerful analytical tools into works of 

art in need of analysis – perhaps counterfactual, but a necessary fiction. 

3.5 Aldous Huxley (1894-1963) 

Junky ends tentatively with the protagonist leaving for South America in search of yage, a 

powerful hallucinogenic drink, and this venture would later produce The Yage Letters 

(1963). Burroughs’s descriptions of hallucinogens in Junky are quite modest, brief 

passages including one where the protagonist ingests peyote with a group of “hipsters” 

who introduce him to the drug: 

Our faces swelled under the eyes and our lips got thicker through some 
glandular action of the drug. We actually looked like Indians. The others 
claimed they felt primitive and were lying around on the grass and acting the 
way they figured Indians act. I didn’t feel any different from ordinary except 
high like on [benzedrine].59 

He is impressed neither by the experience nor with the hipsters. Aldous Huxley, on the 

other hand, was deeply moved by his encounter with mescaline, a drug extracted from 

peyote, and reported the experience in The Doors of Perception (1954). Huxley’s text 

would became very influential within the hippie movement of the 1960s and his views on 

language bear a striking resemblance to the idealist critique that would later fuel the 

enthusiasm of Acker and many others. 

Contrary to his initial expectations, Huxley’s first experience was not marked by 

strong visual hallucinations. Huxley inferred that this was due to his own shortcomings: 

59 Junky, p. 167.
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“I am and, for as long as I can remember, I have always been a poor visualizer. Words, 

even the pregnant words of poets, do not evoke pictures in my mind.”60 However, he 

reported a more profound change in perceptual categories and the way he related to his 

own perceptions: 

I saw no landscapes, no enormous spaces, no magical growth and 
metamorphosis of buildings, nothing remotely like a drama or a parable. The 
other world to which mescalin [sic] admitted me was not the world of visions; 
it existed out there, in what I could see with my eyes open. The great change 
was in the realm of objective fact. What had happened to my subjective 
universe was relatively unimportant.61 

Outrageous visual hallucinations are absent from the narrative, but Huxley’s shift in the 

evaluation of his own perceptions seemed to him more profound than any possible theater 

of the mind’s eye could ever be. Spatial relations ceased to be of much interest, and when 

asked what he felt about time in his drug-induced condition Huxley could only answer: 

“There seems to be plenty of it,”62 thinking temporal relations even more superfluous than 

those of space. 

Transformed into a “pure aesthete” who places no importance on the utility of objects 

in front of him, Huxley appraises a self-portrait by Paul Cézanne and asks in 

astonishment: “Who on earth does he think he is?”63 The point of his rhetorical question 

is much like that of Burroughs’s parable: 

The question was not addressed to Cézanne in particular, but to the human 
species at large. Who did they all think they were? . . . Successfully (whatever 
that may mean) or unsuccessfully, we all overact the part of our favorite 
character in fiction. And the fact, the almost infinitely unlikely fact, of 
actually being Cézanne makes no difference.64

60 Huxley, Aldous. The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1959, p. 15. 
61 Huxley, p. 16. 
62 Huxley, p. 20. 
63 Huxley, p. 32. 
64 Ibid. ellipsis mine.



65

Whereas Burroughs’s parable warns the reader that the personage one adopts in one’s 

daily life might become indistinguishable from one’s “true” self and thus transform the 

self into what was initially a fictional character, Huxley is content in deeming such 

affectation ridiculous folly – the favorite character in fiction being whoever one strives to 

be; if it happens to be the character “Cézanne” for Cézanne, this makes no difference. 

Huxley, maintaining a strict Cartesian dualism that treats mind and body as distinct 

substances, laments the fact that human beings cannot know the minds of others directly 

but have to resort to symbols and thus gather merely second-hand information of the 

“sensations, feelings, insights, fancies”65 of others. That is, the experiences themselves 

are never directly exchanged and only their representations can be communicated: 

We live together, we act on, and react to, one another; but always and in all 
circumstances we are by ourselves. The martyrs go hand in hand into the 
arena; they are crucified alone. Embraced, the lovers desperately try to fuse 
their insulated ecstasies into a single self-transcendence; in vain.66 

Unlike Ludlow, who was astonished by the effects of hashish to the extent of declaring 

that while intoxicated one’s thoughts are transferred into another “plane of thought” that 

is irreconcilable with that of those who are not under the influence of the drug, Huxley 

maintains that a similar situation, although a less dramatic one, is in place for all human 

beings even in normal – that is, unintoxicated – states of consciousness. Moreover, he 

extends his dualistic view to grant symbols and their referents distinct and mutually 

exclusive categories in terms of ontology: “However expressive, symbols can never be 

the things they stand for.”67 More puzzling than the fact that “symbols can never be the 

thing they stand for” is Huxley’s lamentation. Why should one feel saddened by the fact 

65 Huxley, p. 13. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Huxley, p. 26. 
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that symbols, by definition, are distinct from the things they symbolize? Why should an 

artist like Huxley lament the fact that his artistic creations are artificial? Should a scientist 

accordingly eschew the “hypotheticalness” of his or her hypothesis, or should a writer 

who employs a metaphor shun the “metaphoricalness” of the metaphor? 

The reason given by Huxley is not unlike Acker’s concern over linguistic atrophy. The 

fact that symbols, including words, are not identical with the objects they signify is not 

itself at the root of the problem. Huxley states: 

In a world where education is predominantly verbal, highly educated people 
find it all but impossible to pay serious attention to anything but words and 
notions. There is always money for, there are always doctorates in, the learned 
foolery of research into what, for scholars, is the all-important problem: Who 
influenced whom to say what when?68 

In other words, a disproportionate emphasis on words diminishes the value of experience 

and prioritizes “words and notions.” Not only does language shape the way one 

conceptualizes the world, it becomes a world of its own and thus traps one into, as it 

were, a “world according to language” which, in turn, becomes the only world one can 

apprehend. This circular process Huxley sees reinforced in higher education. As Huxley's 

story became one of the seminal texts of the cultural upheaval of the 1960s, it is worth 

while to examine the philosophical ideas he puts forth in more detail.

Huxley finds himself agreeing with the Cambridge philosopher C. D. Broad in that 

“we should do well to consider much more seriously . . . the type of theory which [Henri] 

Bergson put forward in connection with memory and sense perception.”69 The type of 

theory in question suggests “that the function of the brain and nervous system and sense 

68 Huxley, p. 62. I do recognize Huxley's point as it pertains to the present essay. However, I disagree 
strongly as to the importance of such foolery.

69 Huxley, p. 21. Here, Huxley refers to Broad's essay “The Relevance of Psychical Research to 
Philosophy” (1949). Broad's essay is available online at <http://www.ditext.com/broad/rprp.html>.
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organs is in the main eliminative and not productive.”70 Theories of this kind maintain 

that “[e]ach person is at each moment capable of remembering all that has ever happened 

to him and of perceiving everything that is happening everywhere in the universe.”71 This 

characterization is potentially misleading as it does seem like a rather extravagant 

formulation, but the basic idea of the type of theory is clear. The sense organs, the 

nervous system, and the brain act like a filter that sifts out of the chaotic confusion that is 

the world only a small, carefully selected fraction of available material for interpretation. 

This filter mechanism acts primarily as a protective measure so one is not overwhelmed 

by that which is irrelevant for one’s ability to function in the world. Thus, the position 

that one’s senses gather a limited amount of data from the world for one’s mind to 

interpret and produce perceptions is inverted and this, according to Huxley, becomes 

painfully clear to one overwhelmed by one’s senses in the intoxicated state produced by 

mescaline. 

William James, with whom Bergson corresponded, first put out this view in his 

groundbreaking Principles of Psychology (1890).72 James’s psychology posited that 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
72 After some years of correspondence, James and Bergson met in 1908 in London. James’s later 

philosophical writings are heavily influenced by Bergson. In one of his Hibbert lectures titled “The 
Compounding of Consciousness,” James, ever the anti-Hegelian, says: “Reality, life, experience, 
concreteness, immediacy, use what word you will, exceeds our logic, overflows and surrounds it. If you 
like to employ words eulogistically, as most men do, and so encourage confusion, you may say that 
reality obeys a higher logic, or enjoys a higher rationality. But I think that even eulogistic words should 
be used rather to distinguish than to commingle meanings, so I prefer bluntly to call reality if not 
irrational then at least non-rational in its constitution, – and by reality here I mean reality where things 
happen, all temporal reality without exception. I myself find no good warrant for even suspecting the 
existence of any reality of a higher denomination than that distributed and strung-along and flowing sort 
of reality which we finite beings swim in. That is the sort of reality given us, and that is the sort with 
which logic is so incommensurable. If there be any higher sort of reality – the ‘absolute’, for example – 
that sort, by the confession of those who believe in it, is still less amenable to ordinary logic; it 
transcends logic and is therefore still less rational in the intellectualist sense, so it cannot help us to save 
our logic as an adequate definer and confiner of existence” (James, William. Writings 1902-1910. New 
York: Library of America, 1987, pp. 725-6; emphasis in original). James states that he would not have 
reached this conclusion “if I had not been influenced by a comparatively young and very original French 
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cognitive processes regulate the brain and the nervous system, those most sensitive 

organs. Furthermore, he held that one who perceives a thing and does so attentively will 

have to be able to preperceive the thing in question: 

When watching for the distant clock to strike, our mind is so filled with its 
image that at every moment we think we hear the longed-for or dreaded 
sound. So of an awaited footstep. Every stir in the wood is for the hunter his 
game; for the fugitive his pursuers. . . . It is for this reason that men have no 
eyes but for those aspects of things which they have already been taught to 
discern.73 

That these perceptual limitations are in place is not, for James, a lamentable fact74 but a 

necessary condition for there to be higher cognitive functions, such as language, at all: 

In short, the only things which we commonly see are those which we 
preperceive and the only things we preperceive are those which have been 
labeled for us, and the labels stamped into our own mind. If we lost our stock 
of labels we should be intellectually lost in the midst of the world.75 

Thus, the psychological mechanism behind perception is a prerequisite for language and 

other tasks of higher cognition. In philosophical terms, however, it can also be viewed as 

a severe limitation if one's objective is to see the world not through the veil of concepts 

and preconceived notions but “as it really is.” 

Huxley was deeply concerned about the way the role of language contributed to this 

problem. The reason for the painfulness of the realization provided by the mescaline 

experience was for Huxley related to the way human beings actively misconstrue or 

misperceive the use of language: 

writer, Professor Henri Bergson. Reading his works is what has made me bold” (Writings 1902-1910, p. 
725). 

73 James, William. Principles of Psychology (Volume One). Dover Publications Inc,: New York, 1950 
(first published 1890), pp. 442-3; ellipsis mine. Cf. Theseus' first speech in the final act of A 
Midsummer Night's Dream.

74 However, cf. Pihlström, Sami. Solipsism: History, Critique, and Relevance. Tampere: Tampere 
University Press, 2004, p. 131. 

75 Principles of Psychology, p. 444; emphasis in original. 
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To formulate and express the contents of this reduced awareness, man has 
invented and endlessly elaborated those symbol-systems and implicit 
philosophies which we call languages. Every individual is at once the 
beneficiary and the victim of the linguistic tradition into which he has been 
born – the beneficiary inasmuch as language gives access to the accumulated 
records of other people’s experience, the victim in so far as it confirms him in 
the belief that reduced awareness is the only awareness and as it bedevils his 
sense of reality, so that he is all too apt to take his concepts for data, his words 
for actual things. That which, in the language of religion, is called “this 
world” is the universe of reduced awareness, expressed, and, as it were, 
petrified by language.76 

Here, Huxley elevates languages to the role of “implicit philosophies” with a distinct but 

false feature: one is easily misled to believe that the collection of symbols that is manifest 

language produces a picture of reality as it is. This is in conflict with Huxley’s preferred 

position in which the consciousness of each member of a linguistic community is isolated 

in so far as direct experience is concerned, where “every embodied spirit is doomed to 

suffer and enjoy in solitude.”77 In order to make symbols communicable there has to be a 

consensus as to the use and meaning of these symbols and this consensus, while it does 

have significant benefits, can restrict the use of language to the point where linguistic 

signs are reified and become, as it were, a cramped notion of reality as it is outside the 

particular community in question. Thus, one would assume, the statement “Hallucinations 

are not real” would be objectionable for Huxley not because each member of the 

community can only judge their subjective experiences but because reality at large is 

actually much more, infinitely more, than that which can be communicated using the 

language of reduced awareness. It was perhaps for this reason that Huxley wanted to 

make a clear distinction between hallucinogenic and other types of drugs. Albert 

76 Huxley, pp. 21-2. 
77 Huxley, p. 13. It has to be noted that in Heaven and Hell (1956), the sequel to The Doors of Perception, 

Huxley's approach is more tempered. 
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Hofmann, who first synthesized LSD in 1938, writes of a meeting with Huxley in LSD – 

My Problem Child (1981): 

Huxley would have preferred not to designate [LSD, psilocybin] and 
mescaline as “drugs,” because in English usage, as also by the way with 
Droge in German, that word has a pejorative connotation, and because it was 
important to differentiate the hallucinogens from other drugs, even 
linguistically.78 

Given Huxley's view of the role of language as a kind of stealth-philosophy, this 

distinction must have seemed especially important to him. 

Despite Huxley's optimism about the potential of hallucinogenic drugs, he never 

advocated the radical politicization of the issue. Rather, he called for a frank recognition 

of the practical problems they might bring to political and social organization, whatever 

deep ontological questions they might present the individual. In his own words, Huxley 

was not “as foolish as to adequate what happens under the influence of mescalin or of any 

other drug, prepared or in the future preparable, with the recognition of the end and 

ultimate purpose of human life: Enlightenment, the Beatific Vision.”79 Despite Huxley's 

reserved take on the subject, there were many who embraced a more radical view. 

Huxley's politics aside, it is safe to assume that his conception of the role of language as 

an implicit philosophical system facilitated the popularization of structuralist and 

poststructuralist methods of reading whose goal was to expose the ideological biases 

behind texts. 

78 Hofmann, Albert. LSD – My Problem Child (Transl. Ott, Jonathan), <http://www.psychedelic-
library.org/child8.htm>.

79 Huxley, pp. 59-60. 
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3.6 Hunter S. Thompson (1937-2005) 

Timothy Leary, a former Harvard psychology professor who became a leader of a 

veritable LSD cult, initiated a series of experiments with psilocybin mushrooms under the 

title “Harvard Psilocybin Project” in 1960 and his findings marked the beginning of his 

rise to the status of a cultural icon. The project came to an abrupt end in 1962 when a 

number of professors in Harvard’s Center for Research in Personality expressed their 

concern over the legitimacy and safety of the experiments.80 Josiah Lee Auspitz 

summarizes Leary’s defense for his experimental project in an article in The Harvard 

Crimson (April 23, 1962). According to Auspitz, Leary had explicated his views on 

consciousness in metaphorical terms: “Consciousness, he said, is like a phonograph 

record on which the conceptual mind takes up only five or six grooves. The other grooves 

on the record can be reached by cultivation of ‘internal experience’, he suggested.”81 

Leary placed great weight on mystical experiences that were, according to him, triggered 

by psilocybin and stated that in contrast to the Eastern pantheistic tradition “the Western 

monotheistic tradition is dangerous”82 because of its emphasis on external action and 

manipulation of environment. Echoing Huxley, Leary stated that “[u]nless the aim of life 

is experience, we are puppets playing out roles in complex games.”83 In order to counter 

this alarming state of affairs Leary, advocated the recognition of a “fifth Freedom, 

freedom of consciousness.”84 According to Leary’s vision, this would enable the 

80 It has to be noted that the legal status of the substance was not at issue. Possession of psilocybin, first 
isolated by Albert Hofman in 1958, was legal in the US until 1968. 

81 The Harvard Crimson Online :: News, <http://www.thecrimson.com/ article.aspx?ref=491384>.
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. Here, Leary refers to President Franklin D. Roosevelt's war-time State of the Union Address 

delivered January 6, 1941. In this speech, Roosevelt defined four fundamental freedoms which ought to 
be enjoyed by people “everywhere in the world”: (1) Freedom of speech, (2) Freedom of worship, (3) 
Freedom from want, (4) Freedom from fear. For audio and transcript see <http://www.americanrhetoric.
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individual to escape the mechanical reality that was haunting society and enable an 

internal rebirth for each member of the populace. According to Auspitz, Leary held that 

psilocybin showed great potential as a tool for bringing forth this revolutionary 

regeneration and avoiding the dystopia that was looming in the future. 

Leary also advocated a revolution in science. Auspitz writes: “‘The internal philosophy 

implies a new view of science’, he added. ‘Orthodox science focuses on manipulation. 

There is another approach: coming to love the species we wish to understand’.”85 As to 

the ambiguity of this statement Auspitz concludes: “Because such science deals with the 

non-conceptual, the researcher must often speak in metaphorical terms, [Leary] said.”86 

The talk, sponsored by the Harvard Humanists, failed to convince Leary’s colleagues and 

Leary and his collaborator, Dr. Richard Alpert, were promptly dismissed from Harvard. 

Despite this setback, they continued their “research” in the form of philosophical gurus 

and their message remained more or less the same when their initial drug of choice, 

psilocybin, was replaced by LSD. 

In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (first published in Rolling Stone in 1971), Hunter 

S. Thompson summed up the frustration experienced by many whose expectations were 

met neither by psilocybin nor LSD. One can hardly blame the compounds themselves for 

the failure of Leary’s vision. Rather, one should, following Thompson, question the 

expectations that were placed on these hallucinogens. Thompson's satire paints the 

atmosphere of San Francisco in the mid-1960s pregnant with the vague idea of an 

undefined monumental event that resembled Leary’s vision: “Maybe it meant something. 

com/speeches/fdrthefourfreedoms.htm>.
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
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Maybe not, in the long run . . . but no explanation, no mix of words or music or memories 

can touch that sense of knowing that you were there and alive in that corner of the world. 

Whatever it meant.”87 Like Leary had predicted, the old establishment was crumbling and 

not, according to Thompson, simply because of confrontational political tactics but 

because of the sheer historical momentum that was driven by the energy of people 

involved in the making of present reality: “Our energy would simply prevail.”88 

Thompson's adynaton also captures the optimism that was attached to the power of 

ideological criticism before the disillusionment described by Acker took hold. 

Thompson's prose reveals a Leary who was merely exploiting the political naiveté of 

his followers. He viewed Leary as an opportunist, a clueless prophet with a faulty vision. 

Even though he does not express much sympathy toward Leary he states that there is not 

much satisfaction in knowing that Leary’s career as a prophet failed miserably. In a letter 

to Peter Collier of Ramparts Magazine written in 1969, Thompson, who was expected to 

review two of Leary’s books, pondered on the futility of publicly expressing his animosity 

toward Leary. “[T]he poor bastard” was, in Thompson’s opinion, an “aging PR man” 

whose sole purpose was to promote his own interests and hustle the idle rich – not act as 

the modern shaman he pretended to be – and thus as early as 1969 Leary was “completely 

irrelevant to anyone under fifty.”89 Thompson’s letter also reveals why he still found it 

necessary to take an invective “mean shot” at Leary in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: 

87 Thompson, Hunter S. Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American 
Dream. London: Flamingo, 1998, p. 66; ellipsis and emphasis in original. 

88 Ibid; emphasis in original. 
89 Fear and Loathing in America: The Brutal Odyssey of an Outlaw Journalist 1968-1976. Eds. Brinkley, 

Douglas and Halberstam, David. Bloomsbury: London, 2000, p. 171. Editor Douglas Brinkley notes: 
“For a while, in fact, Thompson considered titling this book Confessions of a Mescaline Eater or The 
Jimson Weed Chronicles, in tribute to narcotics enthusiasts Thomas De Quincey and William S. 
Burroughs” (p. xix). 
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“Knocking his books won’t serve any purpose – unless maybe I’m so far out of touch that 

I don’t realize that a lot of people still take him seriously.”90 Thompson apparently 

decided that too many people still took Leary’s message seriously and used Leary’s 

personage to “comment on the era he tried to represent”91 in his novel. 

Contrary to what one might expect, Leary’s most pernicious deed was not, in 

Thompson’s view, the corruption of previously innocent people with evil chemicals but 

the empty promise of enlightenment that failed to materialize. What Leary had preached, 

the romanticized liberation of the individual from the clutches of society with the help of 

psilocybin and LSD, was, in essence, “the same cruel and paradoxically benign bullshit”92 

as that of the Catholic Church. According to Thompson, this was the idea that there exists 

a natural, immutable hierarchy or metaphysical structure of power among God’s servants 

which culminates in a supernatural being revealed in a prophetic vision now made 

available to everyone through hallucinogenic drugs. Blind faith on the part of Leary’s 

followers and others like them was (in addition to the Presidency of Richard Nixon) what 

Thompson thinks one of the greatest tragedies of the 1960s: 

No doubt they all Got What Was Coming To Them. All these pathetically 
eager acid freaks who thought they could buy Peace and Understanding for 
three bucks a hit. But their loss and failure is ours, too. What Leary took down 
with him was the central illusion of a whole lifestyle that he helped to create 
. . . a generation of permanent cripples, failed seekers, who never understood 
the essential old-mystic fallacy of the Acid Culture: the desperate assumption 
that somebody – or at least some force – is tending that Light at the end of the 
tunnel.93 

Thus, Leary’s great failure was not a failure in a task that is too great for a mere mortal – 

90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, p.179. 
93 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, pp.178-9; ellipsis and emphasis in original. 
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restoring the innocence of the human race and providing access to the lost Garden. It was 

to restore a false sense of innocence and not delivering to the spiritually hungry 

multitudes the impossible fulfillment of the dream. 

Thompson's satire reflects the postmodern ethos in its dismissal of the notion that a 

system of metaphysics that corresponds to reality by way of direct isomorphism is 

attainable. In other words, the very idea of a “correct” metaphysics is deemed untenable if 

not outright fallacious. It is important to distinguish the rejection of such metaphysical 

pursuits from a simple relativization that would either argue that all such worldviews are 

false and thus mere fantasies or that all are true, in which case there would be no way of 

evaluating their validity. Thompson's satire admonishes the very impulse to embark on 

these pursuits, the hubris and self-deception of those who think they are able to attain a 

“correct” Weltanschauung or see the world “as it really is.”94 In hindsight, it is ironic that 

such an old-fashioned and even conservative notion as the revelation of the metaphysical 

structure of the world was at one point at the very heart of the counterculture of the 

1960s. Even Kant had condemned this idea “at the very outset dogmatical.” 

94 Kathy Acker, writing in 1989, repeated Thompson's invective: “The fucking hippies didn't change 
anything; maybe it's worse now even than in the McCarthy days” (Bodies of Work, p. 11). 
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3.7 Dennis Cooper’s Guide 

3.7.1 Political Idealism  

Cooper was an enthusiastic participant in the political turmoil of the 1960s. In an 

interview for the online journal Narrativity, he indicated that his political idealism at the 

time was marred by naiveté: “Like everyone I knew back then, I was totally swept up in 

the radical leftist politics of the late 60s and early 70s, but was pretty naive about the 

details. But I did the whole protest march, sit-in, et cetera circuit.”95 One of the “et 

ceteras” Cooper refers to was spending a summer in Washington to participate, at age 15, 

in Eugene McCarthy’s 1968 presidential campaign as a volunteer. However (as 

Thompson points out) the momentum of political idealism did not last long: “When 

radical politics lost steam I kind of lost faith in the whole system, again like just about 

everyone back then.”96 

The political unrest of the late 1960s and early 70s was also a period which spawned 

interesting work in literary criticism in the United States such as Jameson's The Prison-

House of Language (1972), which he published while at the University of California, San 

Diego. However, there were also characters of a more dubious disposition afoot. The 

philosopher Daniel Dennett recalls an incident that, while it may not describe the majority 

of literary critics working in California at the turn of the decade, demonstrates how driven 

some of the academics of the time were. The polemical anecdote reveals his concerns 

about a relativistic trend in literary criticism that placed aesthetic considerations above 

the needs of serious intellectual endeavors: 

95 Interview of Dennis Cooper Conducted by Robert Glück, <http://www.sfsu.edu/~poetry/narrativity/
issue_three/gluck.html>. 

96 Ibid. 
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When I was a young untenured professor of philosophy, I once received a 
visit from a colleague from the Comparative Literature Department, an 
eminent and fashionable literary theorist, who wanted some help from me. I 
was flattered to be asked, and did my best to oblige, but the drift of his 
questions about various philosophical topics was strangely perplexing to me. 
For quite a while we were getting nowhere, until finally he managed to make 
clear to me what he had come for. He wanted “an epistemology,” he said. An 
epistemology. Every self-respecting literary theorist had to sport an 
epistemology that season, it seems, and without one he felt naked, so he had 
come to me for an epistemology to wear – it was the very next fashion, he was 
sure, and he wanted the dernier cri in epistemologies. It didn't matter to him 
that it be sound, or defensible, or (as one might as well say) true; it just had to 
be new and different and stylish.97

Whether this was an isolated case where ends justify means or sheer opportunism on the 

part of the critic mentioned in the story is not clear. What is clear, however, is that the 

events that shook the cultural fabric of the United States also affected the intellectual 

pursuits of academia in ways which still remain largely unexamined in terms of 

philosophy and intellectual history. The incident also substantiates Acker's observation 

about the depoliticization of philosophy in criticism.

Prior to his involvement in radical left-wing politics Cooper had had a passing interest 

in anarchism and the writings of Emma Goldman. After the disillusionment that followed 

the 1960s he rediscovered anarchism through its alignment with Punk Rock. The naiveté 

that had accompanied his left-wing political ideology was no longer so strongly present: 

The impracticality of revising society into an ideal anarchist state was 
obvious, so it appealed to me more as a philosophy, although if there’s ever a 
viable revolution I’ll definitely join the front lines, and anarchist action 
groups have my heart. But I do think that all structures created to impose 
order of any kind are inherently corrupt and that the quest for personal power 

97 Dennett, Daniel C. Faith in the Truth (Amnesty Lecture, Oxford, Final Draft, February 18, 1997), 
<http://ase.tufts.edu/cogstud/papers/faithint.htm>; emphases in original. The chronology of the events is 
not explicitly stated in the lecture, but when asked Dennett said: “It was when I was at Irvine, and it 
must have been around 1969 or 1970” (personal communication). For the sake of clarity, I must stress 
that I made no queries about the identity of the person Dennett refers to nor do I want to speculate on the 
matter. 
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within the context of America’s notion of democracy is at the root of every 
extant problem here.98 

In the interview, Cooper emphasized that his thinking on the matter was more detailed 

than the statement above might seem to indicate. However, the one basic rule that was, 

according to Cooper, at the heart of his anarchist doctrine is quite simple: “As soon as 

you get power, disperse it.”99 Not only did Cooper take this to be merely his political 

principle but he stated that this view informed his literary work as well: 

For me, that simple idea reverberates out through instinct into a way of 
thinking about everything. I think my novels are entirely informed by 
anarchism on the levels of form, style, approach, and philosophy. They 
enunciate what happens when one anarchist point of view is applied to 
situations in which the principles behind that form of anarchism are the most 
severely tested.100 

Thus, one can read Cooper's characters as experiments in the radicalization of his 

anarchist principle, as a collection of the “new ways” that Burroughs saw central to the 

function of fiction in society. Not surprisingly, a singular moral foundation or a clear 

ethical position is notably absent from Cooper’s prose, but when one reads his work one 

does find radical viewpoints (or “anarchisms”) that can be read as caricatures of various 

philosophical positions and arguments. Moreover, as one of the main themes of Guide is 

the failure of language to capture fully the hallucinatory experience, historical 

developments such as the false hopes placed in hallucinogenic drugs and the tradition of 

hallucinatory narratives throw light on Cooper's prose. 

98 Interview of Dennis Cooper Conducted by Robert Glück. <http://www.sfsu.edu/~poetry/narrativity/
issue_three/gluck.html>.

99 Ibid. 
100Ibid. 
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3.7.2 “A Weird Aspiration” 

Dispersion manifests itself in Cooper’s views on language as the awareness of the 

impossibility of language to capture meaning in a satisfactory way. Responding to the 

question “What is language to you as a medium, how do you think of a sentence?” 

Cooper replied: 

My sentences are the result of my inability to spontaneously construct a 
decent sentence. . . . Even answering your questions with these prosaic, 
explanatory sentences, I have have to go back and rewrite them numerous 
times before they seem at all adequate. . . . So in my work you have this very 
simple kind of prose that’s been toyed with until it hopefully conveys a more 
complex relationship to what it’s describing than it has the right and/or ability 
to contain.101 

Thus, Cooper views his sentences as projecting an awareness of an essentially impossible 

task and a “weird aspiration to fulfill the requirements placed upon them by emotions and 

ideas that they’re incapable of transmitting.”102 This view of language at the service of the 

conceptual corresponds to the common-sense view of the relationship between signifiers 

and concepts; its inverted form is found in the ironic “anarchisms” of a number of 

Cooper's characters in Guide.

The essential incompleteness of language is a concern that has been voiced in recent 

philosophy and literary criticism by a number of poststructuralist thinkers. The 

philosopher William Schroeder categorizes poststructuralist writers under the title 

“Philosophies of Dispersion” in an effort to summarize the views of, among others, 

Derrida and Foucault. Schroeder's summary is worth quoting at length: 

Poststructuralism . . . claims that concepts, cognitive frameworks, psychic 
impulses, social movements, and historical forces typically are dispersed in 

101Ibid; ellipses mine. 
102Ibid. 
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relation to one another; it thus defends an empirical-metaphysical 
hypothesis.103 

Whereas Foucault seems to deny the possibility of a deep ontological analysis of the 

world and holds that discursive formations are all that one is able to grasp of ultimate 

reality, in Derrida's case the effects of dispersion are seen as more fundamental. Derrida, 

on occasion, denies the possibility of a foundational grasp of ontology, but his overall 

position is one that relies heavily on the possibility of making claims about fundamental 

ontological questions. Schroeder continues: 

To be dispersed is to become scattered and diffused without pattern. 
Dispersion is a process as well as a resulting configuration of relationships. 
. . . As a process, “dispersion” suggests that the dividing, self-repelling 
operation is ongoing, unceasing. Things have not simply “fallen apart”; they 
continue to fall further apart. Philosophies of dispersion conceptualize 
everything as skewed (in space and time); nothing coalesces or develops into 
a coherent unity. Some interpreters mistakenly conclude that they construe 
everything to be chaotic. In fact, they allow for limited constellations of 
coherence, but these fragments of order have no hierarchical or expressive 
relation to each other; nor do they provide any clue to order-fragments 
existing in other areas.104 

Compared to Schroeder's use of the term, Cooper's “dispersion” seems more like a 

practical moral maxim or a question of praxis rather than a metaphysical principle. In 

contrast, Derrida's remarkable insistence on the idea of dispersion (which was consistent 

throughout his career) often led to heated philosophical debates about not only the text 

that happened to be under scrutiny on the occasion but his methods of reading as well.105 

One of the side-effects of this was that, being a major figure in contemporary philosophy, 

103Schroeder, William. Continental Philosophy: A Critical Approach. Oxford: Blackwell, 2005. p. 267; 
ellipsis mine. 

104Ibid; ellipsis mine. It should be noted that “dispersion” is used by Schroeder as a descriptive term and it 
is not directly derived from Derrida's oeuvre. 

105See section 3.7.4 for an account of Derrida's exposition of his theory of signs and the ensuing debate 
with John Searle.
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Derrida's person could be cited as an authority by enthusiasts who mistook his readings 

for demonstrations of a universal method or even a viable metaphysics. 

However, as Schroeder also points out, Derrida’s writings are usually written as 

responses to previous texts and this not only causes problems in summarizing his views, 

it also negates the presumption that Derrida's position (however intent on the primacy of 

dispersion) had much to do with the nature of reality.106 Nevertheless, Schroeder isolates 

one key insight in Derrida’s thought: “the claim that nothing can ever be fully present to 

anything else (even itself) and hence that self-identity (or self-coincidence) is 

impossible.”107 This idea has a number of implications one of which is the realization that 

the aforementioned fragmentation has no definite limit, no necessary end-point or telos. 

Furthermore, if one assumes a Derridean position as described by Schroeder, the very 

possibility of language to provide an exhaustive representation of the world is made 

impossible because of the impossibility of signifiers, or words, to be stable entities that 

coincide with items in the world. In other words, “everything is constantly self-divided 

and endlessly dividing, unable to achieve internal unity.”108 

Simply put, in a world where everything is constantly dividing and escaping one’s 

grasp, the possibility of capturing anything in words in a manner that would be 

satisfactory to an author who strives for an accurate representation of his or her 

surroundings is unthinkable. This is because the world at large is the manifestation of the 

process of dispersion and the nature of the medium that is employed for means of 

representation functions precisely on the same principle, what Derrida calls différance or 

106This also provides a point for criticism. See Schroeder, p. 294. 
107Schroeder, p. 280. 
108Ibid; emphasis mine. 
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iterability of the sign, the manifestation of dispersion in any given signifier. Thus, one 

could say that dispersion is a prerequisite for signification to occur at all as well as the 

means by which signification occurs. 

This convoluted view where the world and language are brought about and structured 

by a single principle of dispersion is more cogent if one focuses only on language. 

According to Schroeder: 

Derrida suggests that people constantly strive to decipher their own meanings 
in just the way that other people strive to grasp them. Their access to their 
own “inner” states is as close or distant as another person’s access; both try to 
complete an already unfolding series of expressions: linguistic, gestural, and 
behavioral.109 

Following Schroeder, one could say that the meaning of any given utterance or inscription 

is not simply a question of thinking a thought and translating this thought into words. In 

fact, as in the familiar structuralist model, meaning is determined wholly by context – the 

surroundings in which the signifier appears. The context naturally includes yet more 

signifiers which can modify, negate, affirm, clarify, ambiguate, or otherwise supplement 

other signifiers. In terms of authorship, this means that emphasis is placed on textuality 

rather than the author's explicit intention and intended meaning.

Prompted by Cooper's response to the question concerning language (“What is 

language to you as a medium . . .”), I inquired whether French poststructuralists and 

Derrida in particular had influenced his work. Cooper (after stating that the question 

“deserves a long answer, but I’ll give you a short one”110) responded: “I read a lot of 

poststructuralist theory at one point when I was working on the cycle. In general, it was 

109Ibid. 
110Dennis Cooper's Weblog. See entry under Tuesday, July 12, 2005, <http://denniscooper.blogspot.com/

2005_07_01_denniscooper_archive.html>.
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highly interesting and helpful.”111 Cooper, who “greatly prefer[s] theory when it’s also 

literature in and of itself, à la Blanchot, Bataille, Leiris, Barthes, Robbe-Grillet” said that 

he found poststructuralist writers “instructive on the level of constructing multiplicitous 

narratives and forms” but also found “examples of an anti-intuitive approach that I 

wanted to avoid adhering to.”112 Of individual theorists, Cooper singled out Maurice 

Blanchot: 

The language theorist/philosopher/writer who had the greatest impact on my 
work and whom I love is Maurice Blanchot, and if the “language failing” 
thing in my work – which is a very, very important part of it – comes from a 
theorist, it’s most likely Blanchot.113 

It must be noted that Cooper’s response indicates that what is in question is not only the 

influence of the theoretical substance of these authors but their stylistic maneuvers as 

well. Given Derrida's influence on precisely such questions, I wish to return to his 

philosophy in section 3.7.4.114 However, as Blanchot's writing influenced not only 

Cooper, but Derrida as well, his philosophy calls for immediate attention.

3.7.3 Reciprocal Signs and Referents 

In a 1955 essay titled “The Death of the Last Writer,” Blanchot constructs a thought-

experiment: 

Let us imagine the last remaining writer, upon whose death, without anyone 
realizing it, the minor mystery of writing would also be lost. To add 
something fantastical to the situation, let us suppose that this Rimbaud-like 

111Ibid. 
112Ibid. 
113Ibid. The phrase “language failing thing” refers to my wording of the question. 
114This is a venture Blanchot might have condemned. In a 1990 essay titled “Thanks (Be Given) to Jacques 

Derrida” Blanchot states: “After such a long silence (perhaps hundreds and hundreds of years) I shall 
begin to write again, not on Derrida (how pretentious!), but with his help, and I am convinced that I 
shall betray him immediately” (Blanchot, Maurice. The Blanchot Reader. Ed. Holland, Michael. 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1995, p. 317; emphasis mine). 
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character, who is even more mythical than the real one, hears the speaking 
that dies with him fall silent too.115 

What would happen, according to Blanchot, is that people would initially note the tragedy 

by saying “a voice has fallen silent, a way of thinking has faded away.”116 Expressing 

empathy in this manner produces a question: What would be the nature of this silence? 

Blanchot characterizes the silence as the initial realization and succeeding awareness of 

“what has not been said and never will be said.”117 Due to the finality of death the 

awareness that follows has to be a persisting, never-ceasing awareness of an absence – or, 

if you will, the continuous presence of this unfathomable absence. This peculiar yet 

“simultaneously repulsive and fascinating”118 case of presence opens up a possibility for 

numerous paradoxical concepts: speaking that says nothing, “silence speaking,”  speaking 

present nowhere and everywhere, “secret speech that is without secrecy,” absent and 

ubiquitous.119 Although categorizing Blanchot as a poststructuralist is somewhat 

problematic, the way he characterizes absence as a special case of presence could be seen 

as an example of the anti-intuitive features of poststructuralist writing that Cooper speaks 

of and wishes to avoid. However, one could argue that this feature is present in Guide, if 

only in the form of parody. 

In this strange state of affairs the writer is transformed into “someone who imposes 

silence on this speaking.”120 A work of literature produced by the writer is a haven where 

one can find silence, and art in general brings forth this silence in different ways by 

115Blanchot, p. 151. 
116Ibid. 
117Ibid. 
118Blanchot, p. 152. 
119Ibid. 
120Ibid. 
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simply coming into being. However, Blanchot states, in each great book there is a 

nervous recognition of this speaking which always looms in the background. The 

antithesis of a great artist, the dictator, wishes to quell what Blanchot calls “the initial 

murmur” in each writer by imposing “the authority and distinctness of the slogan.”121 By 

“the initial murmur” Blanchot means something akin to but distinct from inspiration; it is 

something that a writer requires, the initial impulse to embark on a task of figuration that 

has to begin with the writer entering “a relation of intimacy”122 with it – only then can he 

or she impose silence. Blanchot concludes his essay by noting that modern literature is 

closing in on this murmur: 

The temptation of literature today to move ever closer to the solitary murmur 
is linked to many things belonging to our time, our history, to the very 
movement of art itself. The result is to make us almost hear, in all great 
modern works, that which we would be forced to hear if all the sudden art or 
literature ceased to exist.123 

Blanchot mentions only one author, Henri Michaux, poet, painter, and writer of 

hallucinatory narratives, who “has joined forces with the solitary voice” and thus gained a 

voice that is “no longer his own voice, but a voice imitating his own.”124 This failure of 

language to impose silence is literally illustrated in Michaux's Miserable Miracle la  

Mescaline (1956) as the intoxicated author becomes distracted by extralinguistic matters 

and discards language in favor of pictorial description in his effort to communicate his 

mescaline experience.125 Interestingly, Blanchot's description of Michaux also fits Cooper, 

whose relationship with Dennis borders that of the autobiographical “I” and yet belies a 

121Blanchot, pp. 153-4. 
122Blanchot, p. 154. 
123Ibid. 
124Blanchot, p. 155. 
125For discussion on Michaux's work, see Kuhn, Reinhard. “The Hermeneutics of Silence: Michaux and 

Mescaline” in Yale French Studies, No. 50, Intoxication and Literature. (1974), pp. 130-141.
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fictional character. 

In Cooper’s Guide the solitary voice is realized as a voice that tries to take on the task 

of describing a hallucinatory state produced by LSD, as the character Dennis. Like Frisk, 

Guide is a novel about what is possible in what Dennis calls “the real world” and what is 

possible in “one’s imaginative world.”126 In Guide, LSD produces an asymmetrical 

situation between these two “worlds” that manifests itself in remarkable linguistic 

confusion: 

That’s the one annoying thing about acid. Everything’s so complicated and 
vivid when you’re tripping, but language is hopeless at capturing wherever 
you are, or, in this case, wherever you recently were. Words just dry out. So if 
this section seems sketchy and half-baked, that’s why. But I’m doing my very 
best, really.127 

Dennis makes a futile attempt to describe his surroundings in words which fail to do 

justice to the experience. Furthermore, as the drug takes hold, it becomes unimaginable to 

attempt to describe the minds of others, even of those characters that seem to be under 

Dennis’s authorial control: “I’m practically gone. Luke and Scott are gone. There’s no 

point in describing their mental locales. Just accept that they are in two very vast, non-

narrative states. Me, I’m still flashing in and out of what we call reality.”128 The peak of 

the trip is, because of the failure of words to grasp the full extent of Dennis’s 

“imaginative world,” a rather anticlimactic description of solipsism: 

And then there was one. I mean one rational mind in the story. I.e., mine. 
Everyone else was asleep, dead, in shock, drugged, or horny. Comparatively, 
at least. I maintained a kind of semi-sobriety . . . So, hoping to stay in that 
half-aware state, I pulled out the notebook and pen I always carry around and 
began to take notes on my surroundings, occasionally adding a bit of cryptic 

126Guide, p. 158. 
127Guide, pp. 44-5. 
128Guide, p. 21. 
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analysis. Not that anything brilliant showed up on the page.129 

The narrator has lost touch with his characters and yet attempts to maintain the narrative, 

his own mind being the only one he can locate and identify. As a sign of his helplessness, 

he describes his own state as only half-aware and apologizes profusely for the poor 

quality of the description he feels compelled to provide but unable to realize. The feeling 

of helplessness when language fails the narrator prompts Dennis to vow: “I’m never 

taking acid again.”130 As the narrator is an artist who utilizes language as his tool, he feels 

he cannot flirt with the indescribable. 

The reason why Dennis shuns the indescribable is not unlike the one revealed to 

Huxley through his appraisal of Cézanne’s portrait. One of Dennis’s artist friends, Scott, 

stares “into something beyond the constraints of human language”131 during the trip and 

afterwards gazes upon a drawing he himself has produced and utters: “I can’t do acid 

anymore.”132 He continues: “It makes me think art is pathetic, and I can’t think art’s 

pathetic, even if it is.”133 He then looks at Dennis “for approval, disclaimers. But I’m on 

acid, so art does seem pathetic, even though it isn’t, I’m sure.”134 Art as representation 

seems unable to capture whatever Scott wants to portray, but this fact has to be repressed 

if he is to function as an artist. Dennis is moved by his words: 

Now I understand what Scott meant. I mean, about acid making art seem 
pathetic, and how he couldn’t think art was pathetic, even if it was. For me, 
it’s more about language. It’s fascinating how acid can blur the distinctions 
between the real world and one’s imaginative world, and turn reliable words 

129Guide, p. 23; ellipsis mine. 
130Guide, p. 158.
131Guide, p. 21. 
132Guide, p. 46. 
133Ibid. 
134Guide, p. 47. 
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into free-floating mush.135 

Lest one forget, Dennis's very existence as a fictional character depends on language – 

what is at stake is not only his livelihood but maintaining his very existence. The strength 

of Cooper's portrayal of this postmodern caricature becomes apparent when one compares 

it to the structuralist metaphysical stance which inverts the common-sense configuration 

of signifier and concept, producing a world that is governed by the power of signifiers. 

While the poststructuralist depiction of the human condition as tied intimately to the use 

of language may be a questionable metaphysical position, Dennis is indeed a creature 

who holds such linguistic power and must, conversely, yield to its demands.

3.7.4 Marks and Symbols  

Scott’s linguistic meltdown that leads to Dennis’s resolve to stay away from LSD is 

described as a satirical epiphany where words, quite literally, fail. Watching Dennis’s 

lover, Luke, Scott produces a ridiculous adynaton and transforms his failure to verbalize 

his thoughts into a conclusion about the nature of language and the world: 

The skin on Luke’s face was a fog. Scott could see, or almost see, his friend’s 
skull or, more specifically, that curious object which certain historical types 
had labeled “the skull.” It was more like a pkwh . . . Words failed Scott. A 
filament? But weren’t words too complex to manipulate properly? Luke, for 
instance, meant nothing compared to the word “Luke,” because it defined a 
million people named Luke. Or take “love.” “Love” was the world’s favorite 
word. But it was also a lie that human beings made up to avoid actual 
knowledge, which was itself a lie. Or “cancer.” Cancer was a word that 
encapsulated a thought which had never reached clarity, which was why the 
disease was incurable. If Scott could think clearly from morning till night 
every day of his life, he would never get cancer. Oh, my God. It was so 
fucking simple. No, it was.136 

135Guide, p. 158. 
136Guide, pp. 16-7; ellipsis in original. 
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This passage offers a humorous example of words turning if not into “free-floating mush” 

then into signifiers which fail to maintain the difference between the material (“Luke”) 

and symbolizing (Luke) functions of a sign. In other words, based on the notion that 

scientific research into cancer is in fact a process which consists of accurately clarifying 

the signified “cancer” Scott infers that if the concept is clearly defined by him he escapes 

the sphere of influence the disease has – the fundamental problem of “cancer” is not 

clinical or even material but the overwhelming semantic complexity of language and the 

mastering of the concept in the face of this complexity. Thus, a metaphysical link 

between the sign and the material world is established in a fallacious manner. 

The question of the distinction between words-as-marks and words-as-symbols is an 

issue that has been raised in relatively recent philosophical debates through the work of 

Jacques Derrida. In 1977, the journal Glyph published a translation of a lecture Derrida 

delivered in 1971 titled “Signature, Event, Context.” In the lecture, Derrida discusses the 

idea of “a writing that is not structurally readable – iterable – beyond the death of the 

addressee.”137 Derrida, whose text is clearly indebted to Blanchot's “The Death of the Last 

Writer,”138 writes: 

Imagine a writing whose code would be so idiomatic as to be established and 
known, as a secret cipher, by only two “subjects.” Can we maintain that, 
following the death of the receiver, or even of both partners, the mark left by 
one of them is still writing? Yes, to the extent that, organized by a code, even 
an unknown and non-linguistic one, it is constituted in its identity as mark by 
its iterability, in the absence of such and such a person, and hence ultimately 

137Derrida, Jacques. “Signature, Event, Context” in Glyph I. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1977, p. 180. 

138In addition to the shared theme of Derrida's lecture and Blanchot's essay, both share an inclination to the 
use of hyperbole and paradox. For further discussion, see Clark, Timothy. Derrida, Heidegger,  
Blanchot: Sources of Derrida's Notion and Practice of Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992, pp. 64-107. 
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of every empirically determinable “subject.”139

In Derrida’s thought-experiment the writer’s only addressee has perished and writing for 

the “other” is no more. What makes writing writing, however, remains even when the act 

of communication does not exist. To write is to produce marks that individually 

“constitute a sort of machine which is productive in turn.”140 That is, the disappearance of 

the addressee “will not, in principle, hinder [the mark's] functioning, offering things and 

itself to be read and to be rewritten.”141 The argument that writing is able to function 

without an act of communication might seem like a relatively a trivial point, but the fact 

that Derrida extends his comment into a metaphysical argument renders a much more 

dramatic effect – the argument is made foundational, a view in which numerous 

philosophical problems are bypassed, or made hopelessly complex. 

This complexity which disperses, for example, the subject matter of the theory of 

illocutionary acts follows from the iterability of signs, the manifestation of dispersion: 

Every sign, linguistic or non-linguistic, spoken or written (in the current sense 
of this opposition), in a small or large unit, can be cited, put between 
quotation marks; in so doing it can break with every given context, 
engendering an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely 
illimitable. This does not imply that the mark is valid outside of a context, but 
on the contrary that there are only contexts without any center of absolute 
anchoring.142 

The philosopher John Searle responded by criticizing Derrida for not making a clear 

distinction between words-as-marks and words-as-symbols in his discussion of the 

philosopher J. L. Austin’s work in “Signature, Event, Context.” By constituting iterability 

as the foundation of his metaphysical argument Derrida had raised doubts over the 

139“Signature, Event, Context,” p. 180.
140Ibid. 
141Ibid. 
142“Signature, Event, Context,” p. 186; emphasis in original. 
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usefulness of a distinction not unlike the “Luke”/Luke distinction pointed out by Scott – 

and continued to do so in his reply to Searle's criticism in the next edition of Glyph. 

Searle, a former student of Austin's, was baffled by Derrida's text and proceeded to note a 

number of factual errors in Derrida's interpretation of Austin's work with the aim of 

showing that “the confrontation [between the two views] never quite takes place.”143 

Searle’s criticism was valid, but subsequent debates between the two conversants quickly 

eroded into a situation where each seemed to talk past the other.

In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989), the philosopher Richard Rorty paints a 

telling caricature of Searle's response. According to Rorty, Searle was saying: 

If you play by the rules of Austin’s language game, if you respect his motives 
and intentions, your criticisms of him do not work. If, on the other hand, you 
feel free to read whatever you like into him, if you treat him 
psychoanalytically, for example, you cannot claim to be criticizing him; you 
are simply using him as a figure in your own fantasies, giving free reign to a 
set of associations which have no relevance to Austin’s project.144 

Rorty's account of the debate offers one possible explanation for the exchange and the 

subsequent standstill. Appraising Derrida’s Glas (1974) and “Envois” (1980) where the 

distinction between symbol and mark is made painfully ambiguous, Rorty asks two 

questions: “What is the good of writing in this way?” and “[I]s [Derrida’s text] to be 

judged by ‘literary’ rather than ‘philosophical’ criteria?”145 Rorty’s answer to the first 

question is straightforward enough: “If one wants arguments which reach conclusions, it 

is no good at all. As I have said already, there is nothing propositional to be taken away 

143Searle, John. “Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida.” in Glyph I, p. 198. Searle later clarified 
his position through an analogy: “No one I suppose would say that there are countless kinds of economic 
systems or marital arrangements or sorts of political parties; why should language be more 
taxonomically recalcitrant than any other aspect of human life?” (Searle, John. Expression and  
Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979, p. vii) 

144Rorty, Richard. Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 
132; emphasis in original. 

145Rorty, p. 135. 
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from the experience of reading it.”146 Whereas a prototypical philosophical text would 

attempt to present a coherent and, above all, unambiguous argument, Derrida’s texts often 

refuse to disambiguate words and dwell on the fact that it is possible to write in a manner 

that is not inspired by semantic clarity. Consider, for instance, the opening paragraph of 

Dissemination (1972):

This (therefore) will not have been a book. 
Still less, despite appearances, will it have been a collection of three 

“essays” whose itinerary it would be time, after the fact, to recognize; whose 
continuity and underlying laws could now be pointed out; indeed, whose 
overall concept of meaning could at least, with all the insistence required on 
such occasions, be squarely set forth. I will not feign, according to the code, 
either premeditation or improvisation. These texts are assembled otherwise; it 
is not my intention here to present them.147 

According to a more sympathetic (and fruitful) interpretation, he presents a view of 

philosophy which recognizes the inherent ambiguity of language – that the potential 

symbolizing capacity of symbols is not as easily disambiguated as one would like to 

think. In other words, the experience of reading (say) Derrida's Glas does not supply one 

with propositions that would form an argument or a theory, but it does bring out in a 

visceral manner the inherent complexity of all “language games” by leaving the 

distinction between symbol and mark unaddressed and using the resulting ambiguity as a 

rhetorical device. Thus, it is difficult to reproduce Derrida’s arguments in these texts 

using unambiguous language without a considerable amount of semantic discussion that 

would clarify the various meanings of Derrida’s ambiguous terms; and since the effect of 

the texts lies in utilizing ambiguity in this manner, such an exercise strikes one as self-

defeating. The effect itself is not unlike the ambiguity that surrounds Dennis. One could 

146Ibid. 
147Derrida, Jacques. Dissemination. Transl. Johnson, Barbara. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1981, p. 3; emphases in original. 
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ask: Is Dennis an independent character (mark), or is he Cooper's alter-ego (symbol)? To 

provide a conclusive answer to this question would be to dismiss the playful nature of 

Cooper's prose. 

Debates of a similar nature (though often lacking the subtleties of the positions held by 

Derrida and Searle) proliferated as poststructuralist philosophy enlarged its sphere of 

influence.148 When appraising these debates it is of utmost importance to be aware of the 

context in which Derrida's work appears both in terms of his individual texts and in terms 

of their position in intellectual history – one need only to remind oneself that the concepts 

under discussion are not pre-Kantian notions in order to maintain a critical perspective. In 

broad strokes, then, one can assign the two sides of the debates the names “linguistic 

idealism” and “linguistic realism.” The former argues for a position where the nature of 

the linguistic sign should be viewed by seeing it in relation to other possible signs, the 

latter argues that this type of questioning should involve only actual signs and their 

relations – linguistic realists hold that language is responsible to the way the actual world 

is; whereas linguistic idealists argue that the actual world cannot exist outside language, 

that language creates the world.149 As it should be clear by now, the position more 

susceptible to parody is that of the of the linguistic idealists.

148See, for instance, the following three examples: (1) L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Magazine. Eds.  Andrews, 
Bruce and Bernstein, Charles. All thirteen issues (published 1978-1980) are available at 
<http://www.princeton.edu/eclipse/projects/LANGUAGE/ language.html>. Of special interest here are 
letters to the editor in issues two (April, 1978, pp. 15-6) and three (June, 1978, pp. 11-2). (2) Knapp, 
Steven and Michaels, Walter Benn. “Against Theory” in Critical Inquiry, Vol. 8, No. 4 (Summer, 
1982), pp. 723-742 and responses to the article in Critical Inquiry, Vol. 9, No. 4 (June, 1983). (3) 
Discussion under the title “Symposium on the Ethics of Postmodern Debate” in Social Epistemology, 
Vol. 8, No. 4 (1994). 

149This juxtaposition could be viewed as analogous to the controversy between rationalism and empiricism 
Kant set out to transcend. Linguistic idealism in its present form, however, does have precursors. For an 
account on an earlier form of linguistic idealism as promulgated by Kant's contemporary and friend 
Johann Georg Hamann see Hacking, Ian. “How, Why, When and Where Did Language Go Public?” in 
Historical Ontology. Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press, 2002, pp. 121-39. 
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Interestingly enough, the most famous of these parodies in recent times did not come 

in the form of literary satire but a hoax in a critical journal. In his now infamous essay, 

“Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum 

Gravity” which first appeared in the journal Social Text in 1996, Alan Sokal drew a 

polemical caricature of the linguistic idealist position. Sokal's hoax, taken for a serious 

essay by the editors of the journal, presented (according to Sokal's own analysis) “an 

extraordinarily radical version of social constructivism,” a form of linguistic idealism, 

“culminating in the claim that physical reality (and not merely our ideas about it) is 'at 

bottom a social and linguistic construct'.”150 Thus, Sokal argued that linguistic play is 

capable of becoming the very fabric of reality. 

In this respect, Cooper's satirical portrayal of Scott's misplaced enthusiasm resembles 

Sokal's argument. Whereas De Quincey jests about converting thoughts into actual beings 

and Burroughs's irony inverts fiction and fact, Cooper's character establishes a dubious 

metaphysical connection between words, thoughts, and the actual world by appealing to 

the inherent complexity of language brought about by the mere possibility of an infinite 

number of referents. Instead of a simple inversion between thoughts and objects or 

fictions and the actual, Cooper's character demonstrates the inversion of the tripartite 

structure of signifier, concept, and physical reality; the inversion of a metaphysical 

position whose form, one could argue, was unavailable to De Quincey (and perhaps to 

Burroughs) for satirical purposes.

150Sokal, Alan and Bricmont, Jean. Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers' Abuse of Science. 
London: Profile Books, 1998, p. 241. For discussion on social constructivism, see Hacking, Ian. The 
Social Construction of What? (1999).
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3.7.5 Benevolent Satire 

At times, the caricatures Cooper draws are more obvious. Consider, for instance, 

Dennis’s characterization of his lover, Luke. Luke is part of a “clique,” a group of artist 

friends whom Dennis describes as maintaining “superficially in-your-face, transgressive-

lite, postmodern primitive tastes and attire.”151 With light ridicule, Dennis describes the 

group as “good-hearted, bright, reasonably creative young nerds” who appear to him, an 

outsider to the group, as similar to “a thousand other trendily anti-trendy club kids du 

jour.”152 Dennis, having the vantage point of the outsider states: 

If they hadn’t found one another, seen every John Waters film several times, 
and smoked shitloads of pot, they might be Trekkies, or Internet junkies, or 
the kinds of guys who skulk around in abandoned factories playing Dungeons 
and Dragons. Unfortunately for them, their little fantasy trip only seems 
inordinate when you’re inside their clique.153 

From Dennis’s point of view the affected manner in which the members of the clique 

conduct themselves is much like the one pointed out by Burroughs and Huxley – the way 

the group sees itself, how it constructs its identity (the self-portrait of the group, if you 

will), is a “fantasy trip” or a fictional construct that manifests itself as an equally fictional 

idea of group identity to the observer situated outside the group. 

Unlike Burroughs or Huxley, however, Dennis does not voice his indignation when 

faced with Luke and his friends but wishes to participate in their activities. Furthermore, 

he is fully aware of a naive idealistic position that Luke has acquired: 

See, Luke’s sort of mystical, if you haven’t already guessed. To distill several 
long conversations we’ve had, he believes that romantic love, sexual desire, 
friendship, really everything potentially problematic having to do with other 
people, are just petty side effects of some far more intangible meaning to 

151Guide, p. 156. 
152Ibid. 
153Ibid. 
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being alive, and that somewhere in books, movies, music, drugs, nature, there 
exists a particular way to believe, a mental system that, once successfully 
decoded and personalized, would organize everyone else into one vast herd of 
malleable symbols. Not to say he wants Hitleresque powers. In his ideal 
world, everyone would be wizards of some sort, and life would be wildly, 
invisibly crosshatched with magical spells.154 

Luke’s exaggerated linguistic idealism, or his belief in the existence of a philosophical 

system that would be universally applicable, is comparable to Ludlow’s dream of a 

“mighty spiritual law” that would reduce the world into malleable symbols and thus 

provide humankind unlimited powers to shape the world as they saw fit. Instead of 

abhorring the conduct of Luke and his “trend-enslaved friends”155 like Burroughs or 

scorning them like Thompson, Dennis is willing to give “Luke’s mystical leaning a shot” 

and states that “I’m thinking of it as some kind of drug – to begin with, at least. That’s my 

only way in.”156 That is, much like Acker’s adoption of postmodernism as a tactic to 

combat linguistic atrophy and her willingness to abandon it as soon as this philosophical 

position has lost its usefulness, Dennis is ready to acquire a view that is, as his depiction 

of Luke’s Ludlowian mysticism demonstrates, entirely foreign to him. Idealism, in the 

sense of a deep commitment to a view of the world that holds certain immutable truths or 

ideals as its foundation, does not feature in Dennis’s thinking and his willingness to 

obtain a new metaphysical position is unhindered by it. However, idealism in the sense of 

a belief that presupposes an absolute truth that unlocks “the meaning of being alive” and 

results in a formula that enables one to organize society in an unproblematic, algorithmic 

way is perfectly acceptable for Dennis as an experimental project. 

In the end, Dennis does seem to follow Cooper’s anarchist principle. When confronted 

154Guide, pp. 59-60. 
155Guide, p. 173. 
156Guide, p. 157. 
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with a dogmatic metaphysical position Dennis is willing to suspend any previous belief 

systems he holds and, as it were, willingly try out another one as if he were drugging 

himself, relinquishing the possible benefits and privileges his previous position might 

have offered. Changing the foundations of his outlook on life is remarkably easy for 

Cooper's narrator. After all, as the author of the final story line in Guide, he is in 

possession of the means by which he is able to orchestrate the concluding disappearing 

act of the book and shift the onus of responsibility to the reader with a casual stroke of his 

pen. 
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4. Conclusion 

Calvin: Art isn't about ideas. It's about style. The most crucial career decision 
is picking a good “ism” so everyone knows how to categorize you without 
understanding the work.
Hobbes: You do goofy drawings on the sidewalk. 
Calvin: Right. I'm a suburban post-modernist. 
Hobbes: Aren't we all. 
Calvin: I was going to be a neo-deconstructivist but Mom wouldn't let me. 

Calvin & Hobbes (1985-1995) 

In conclusion, I wish to reiterate two points mentioned in the introduction. First, I hope to 

have illustrated a number of criticisms, satirical and otherwise, of the structuralist 

metaphysical stance present in today's critical climate. Indeed, when criticisms of the 

often jargon-filled theoretical contortions of postmodernist and poststructuralist writers 

are featured in cartoon strips such as Bill Watterson's Calvin & Hobbes, it is clear that the 

postmodernist pedant has become a resident caricature in the satirist's repertoire. 

However, Watterson and Cooper aside, it does not seem like there are a great many 

authors of fiction whose satire indicates a genuine interest in the work of the 

poststructuralists and, therefore, sophisticated satire of poststructuralism is quite rare. 

I hope to have shown that the philosophical questions behind poststructuralist 

philosophy and, by proxy, the satires of poststructuralist thought do have a place in the 

history of philosophy and that knowledge of earlier metaphysical theories contribute to a 

fuller understanding of contemporary literary criticism. Questions of this nature (Is the 

actual world a priori or a posteriori to thought, is language a priori or a posteriori to 

other cognitive functions, is language a priori or a posteriori to the actual world?) can be 

traced as far back as the idealism of the Pythagoreans and, later, to Kant's critique of 
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classical metaphysics; perhaps even further back in time if one is willing to examine the 

different guises these questions take. When placed in a historical continuum, even one as 

selective as the one above, one finds out that what Schroeder calls the “empirical-

metaphysical hypothesis” of poststructuralist thought seems, despite its numerous 

neologisms, quite old-fashioned.1 This is not to say that these ideas are not viable because 

of their age, but rather to emphasize that previous philosophical work should be 

acknowledged if one is to speculate on the question of (say) whether or not language is 

prior to the actual world in the realm of literary criticism. Not doing so is to reduce 

philosophy and philology to ahistorical enterprises. 

It is quite extraordinary that metaphysics should enter the realm of philology and 

literary criticism in the first place, but by following the dissipation of left-wing ideologies 

in literary and critical work during the rise of poststructuralist criticism it is possible to 

gain some insight as to why structuralism seemed a viable Weltanschauung for the 

academia. However, a comprehensive study of these fairly recent developments has not, 

to my knowledge, yet materialized and thus the relevant arguments presented in this essay 

must remain tentative. 

As to the second aim of the present study, the examination of Cooper's fiction, I hope 

to have placed Cooper's work in a historical framework that illuminates questions of style 

and content. During the writing of this essay the pervasiveness of the rhetorical figure 

adynaton in autobiographical hallucinatory narratives became apparent and while it is 

somewhat perilous to speculate on the matter, one could assume that the figure is in 

general use in this narrow genre. In order to further substantiate this conclusion, however, 
1 Cf. Hacking, Ian. The Social Construction of What? Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press, 1999, 

p. 49. 
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one would have to write a more comprehensive history of the use of the figure. 

Many novelists had to be left out from the present study. For instance, in terms of the 

Cycle's structure a comparison between Cooper's initial schema of “dismemberment” and 

Samuel Beckett's trilogy Molloy (1955), Malone Dies (1956), and The Unnamable (1958) 

would have been topical; in terms of content, Guide's hallucinatory narratives would have 

benefited from a study of, for instance, Philip K. Dick's work; a study of George Orwell's 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) would have shed light on a number of questions. The 

material chosen for this essay has, nevertheless, illustrated the use of the “satiric 

spectrum” as a tool of analysis while providing a discussion of fiction that has as its 

object of satire metaphysical arguments of various stripe. 

I feel compelled to draw a moral from Cooper's satire at the conclusion of this essay, a 

questionable task when it comes to transgressive fiction. One should add to Burroughs's 

characterization of fiction as creating “new possibilities and new ways” that fiction can 

also act as a testing ground for metaphysical arguments in a manner not unlike Kant's 

skeptical method – as a trial run of the “new ways” manufactured by philosophical 

ruminations. That is, one is able to create characters that act, as is the case with Cooper's 

“anarchisms,” according to first principles unrealizable in the actual world. In the case of 

Dennis and Guide the principle under study could be read as a kind of pluralism that 

enables one to drug oneself with metaphysics and reconfigure one's worldview in a 

manner not available to inhabitants of the actual world. When Dennis demands, no doubt 

sneeringly, of the reader that he or she forget what has taken place on the pages of his 

novel he demands only that the reader go through an operation he himself is about to 

undertake. A complete adoption of a set of new first principles entails a capability to 
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discard one's present worldview, a “genius for forgetting”2 as Beckett calls it, and 

adopting a new persona. Becoming someone else, in turn, entails the eradication of the 

previous subject – not only acting the part one has adopted but the usurpation of the self 

by a foreign entity. Even if one were willing to do this when faced with, for instance, the 

promise of an applicable metaphysics that would turn the entire world into easily 

malleable symbols, the task would be overwhelming for those of us not made of signs. 

2 Beckett, Samuel. The Unnamable.New York: Grove Press, 1995, p. 325. 
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